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ABSTRACT 


ENGAGING AND GROWING CONGREGATIONS THROUGH 
CREATIVE PASTORAL PREACHING 
AND LEADERSHIP MODELS 


by 
Johnathan Wilson 
United Theological Seminary, 2024 


Mentors 


Charles Goodman, Jr., DMin 
Phillip Pointer, DMin 
Danielle Brown, DMin 


The context of the project is the New Bethel Baptist Church in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
This project, “Biblical and Relevant: A Preaching Model for Congregational Engagement 
and Spiritual Growth” was designed to solve the issue of Christians disengaging during 
worship and the preaching hour. As a result of congregants hearing the weekly sermonic 
presentations that are equally focused on biblical exegesis and life application, they will 
be more engaged in the sermon that will lead to their spiritual growth and committed 


discipleship. Quantitative methods were used to observe participants’ responses to pre- and 


post-interview questions, and pre- and post-questionnaires. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A sermonic presentation that has a healthy blend of exegetical information with 
real life application, can help to transform the life of the one who hears it. This project, 
“Biblical and Relevant: A Preaching Model for Congregational Engagement and Spiritual 
Growth” is designed to connect the biblical with practical to make a difference in the life 
of the hearer. After careful examination of the ministry context, I chose to examine, I 
discovered that there was a lack of preaching and teaching that ultimately led to spiritual 
growth and maturity amongst those who heard it. Parishioners throughout the years have 
joined the church and then left the church because they felt that they were not growing 
spiritually. My interests in ministry are to produce sermonic and didactic presentations 
that will help keep parishioners engaged in those moments, so that they can learn things 
that will help in achieving this goal. I will also, reveal how my skill set meets the needs 
of the church’s contextual issue. Further, the intersection of the issue and my ministry 
interests and skills will create my Doctor of Ministry project. 

The scripture chosen to serve as the biblical foundation (chapter one) for this 
project is taken from Acts 8:26-39. This scripture offers a biblical support and foundation 
as to why the Word of God must be made relevant to those who read it and listen to it 
preached and taught. The thought of what would have happened to this Ethiopian Eunuch 
had the Holy Spirit not sent Philip to teach him the scriptures is the same fear I sense 
today. A person who wants to know God, wants to learn God’s righteous standards, 


wants to live according to the Kingdom’s standards, but they are unable to because of a 


lack of understanding. So many people have given up the blessing of learning the 
scriptures because they deem the task to understand too great for them alone. With the 
different translations and the inability to know how or know the need to understand the 
origins of the scriptures has caused the lack of engagement and interest from believers in 
studying the word of God. Also, some have not gained an understanding of the scriptures 
because they have been convinced by the church and some church leaders that a believer 
should be totally dependent upon the preacher for their spiritual growth. Unfortunately, 
this has led to many being led astray with false doctrines, manipulative schemes 
supported by bad theology, and the ignorance of the preacher or teacher themselves. I 
think it is fair to also suggest that some preachers and teachers have correct motive and 
desires to help the people of God understand God’s word. However, they do not have a 
model or process by which they can address the three questions addressed in this text. 
What is the scripture saying? What is it saying to me? And what do I do now? Philip was 
able to answer all three of these questions for the Eunuch, and as a result the Eunuch’s 
life was changed for the better. This encounter would lead to his further development and 
growth as a believer now in Jesus Christ who was the focus and person presented in the 
prophetic Book of Isaiah he was reading. When we as preachers can answer these three 
questions from a particular text chosen and help make the connection in the text to the 
life of the one who sits and listens, I am convinced that Jesus Christ who is the subject of 
the scriptures will have an effect on the one who has had an encounter with him through 
the Word. 

The historical foundation (chapter three) chosen to help implement this project 


has shown how in the history of the church there were men who sought to make sure that 
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as they preached and taught the gospel that they did not preach it or teach it in a way that 


would go over the heads of their listeners. They made efforts to make sure what was 
already considered a hard read in the form of scriptures would be simple to those who 
were not scholars and to those who did not understand the culture or language written in 
the Bible. William Sunday was a preacher who was known for his unique and creative 
way of presenting the gospel to those who came from all over the country to hear him 
preach. Sunday being raised in farming and having a fond love for baseball would use 
these two influences in his life to help illustrate the gospel to people. As a result, people 
not only followed him to hear him preach, more importantly they wanted to have a 
relationship with Jesus Christ. His ability to make the Bible live for his audiences was a 
major draw and difference maker in his ministry. Sunday shows us how God has 
intentionally and strategically created all those whom God has called to preach, and can 
use everything we have experienced in life to bring God glory through our preaching. In 
Jesus’ day he used parables about agriculture to make plain the mysteries of the 
Kingdom. Sunday used farming and baseball to make the scriptures relevant to those who 
heard it, and we must ask ourselves what uniqueness has God put in us, or allowed us to 
experience that God wants to use to help make God’s word clearer to those who come to 
hear? 

In this project, we seek to use the method of Biblical Theology to help us 
understand how we can create interest in the Bible and use its content to help grow those 
who hear it preached and taught (chapter four). Communicating with humanity has been 
something God has been doing since God created humanity. Those modes of 


communication got scrambled as a result of the fall of humanity in the Garden of Eden. 


4 


Sin appeared to alter the communication between God and humanity so much so that the 
voice of God disappeared to humanity. God had to begin to find ways to communicate to 
the world to ensure they followed God’s commands. God chose certain people to speak 
through, in order to get God’s message to God’s people. In this chapter, I seek to study 
Biblical Theology to show how God made God’s message clear to people who could not 
clearly articulate what God was saying to them for various reasons. I also, plan to show 
how God used different theologies such as Liberation Theology to reach a particular race 
of people to ensure they could interpret God’s word through the lens of their context. 
Biblical Theology is a discipline within Christian Theology which studies the 
Bible from the perspective of understanding the progressive history of God revealing 
God's self to humanity following the fall and throughout the Old Testament and New 
Testament. Biblical Theology seeks to understand a certain passage in the Bible 
considering all of the biblical history leading up to it. It asks questions of the text such as: 
How much does this person or group know about the attributes of God? To what extent 
are God's plans revealed, such as future plans of sending Jesus as the Messiah? How has 
Israel responded to God's interactions with them up to this point? Biblical Theology seeks 
to put individual texts in their historical context since what came before them is the 
foundation on which they are laid and what comes after is what they anticipate. Biblical 
Theology is sometimes called the "history of special revelation" since it deals with the 
unfolding and expanding nature of revelation as history progresses through the Bible. 
Once we get a grasp on what the Bible says, then we can properly interpret it to the 
congregants. The preacher must resist the urge to share information that is not a part of 


the true exegetical nature of the text. A commitment to Biblical Theology helps to ensure 
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that whatever is made relevant comes from the true and real source which is God’s word 
itself. 

The Rhetorical Theory was chosen as an interdisciplinary foundation for this 
project because it helps the one responsible for preaching and teaching to acquire 
resources the shape their presentations in a way that it connects and compels their 
listeners (chapter five). One can describe rhetorical theory as being a theory of effective 
communication; however, I would take that definition further and suggest that rhetorical 
theory is effective because its ability to persuade the one listener to believe what the one 
speaking is saying. We exam the different ways rhetorical theory ties into this project and 
how different methods are used to help the proclaimer share a compelling gospel with its 
hearers. The ultimate goal of using rhetorical theory in a sermonic presentation is to make 
the content that is being presented, present in the life of the listener. We conclude that 
when the message is able to sit and live with the listener, and resonate with them in their 
lives, it will have a stronger persuasive effect on them. This is what we seek do when we 
preach the gospel of Jesus Christ, present the gospel so that its present in one’s life until it 


causes them to make a decision to follow Christ and live out his righteous decrees. 


CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


Introduction 

I am one that believes that a sermonic presentation that has a healthy blend and 
mix of exegetical information with real life application can help to transform the life of 
the one who hears it. After careful examination of the ministry context, I chose to 
examine, I discovered that there was a lack of preaching and teaching that ultimately led 
to spiritual growth and maturity amongst those who heard it. Parishioners throughout the 
years joined the church and then left the church because they felt that they were not 
growing spiritually. My interest in ministry is to produce sermonic and didactic 
presentations that will help keep parishioners engaged in those moments, so that they can 
learn things that will help them to grow spiritually. I will share in this chapter the 
ministry skills I acquired that will be helpful in achieving this goal. I will also, reveal 
how my skill set meets the needs of the church’s contextual issue. Further, the 
intersection of the issue and my ministry interests and skills will create my Doctor of 


Ministry project. 


Context 
The context that I have chosen to use is the New Bethel Baptist Church, located at 


221 43" Street, Pittsburgh, PA. 15201. New Bethel Baptist Church was formed and 
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officially instituted April 4, 1976. It was considered a church plant that was derived and 


started as a breakout from another church. The founding pastor was locked out of his 
previous church along with most of the membership by the trustees. Shortly after being 
locked out the church, the pastor was approached by members of the church and asked if 
he would be interested in starting a church? They decided they wanted him to remain as 
their pastor, and would support him and his vision for starting a new ministry. He agreed 
to become their pastor and start a new ministry after receiving 150 membership 
signatures from those who agreed to join the new ministry. 

The church began and continued throughout the years as being a predominantly 
African American church. The location of where the church was organized was on the 
Northside of Pittsburgh, and they were able to use other local churches to host services 
and conduct baptism. However, they were actively praying and searching to see where 
the Lord would lead them in terms of finding a permanent location to worship. In 1977, a 
church building was found located in the Lawrenceville section of Pittsburgh. This small 
neighborhood is going east of Pittsburgh just beyond downtown Pittsburgh. When the 
church moved there, it was shocking for most people around the city as this community 
was known for being predominantly a white neighborhood, and staunch Catholic. There 
were six Catholic churches in the area altogether. The church and pastor believed that this 
is where God was calling them to go and secured the edifice at 221 43" Street which was 
a Presbyterian church previously. The church would form a motorcade and travelled from 
the Northside of Pittsburgh to Lawrenceville to begin the work of ministry. The presence 
of the predominately black congregation was met with resistance, as they endure a lot of 


racial hate in the early years of them residing there. Racial slurs were spray painted on 


the building, windows were busted out, and somebody threw a pipe bomb into the mail 
slot of the church while the Pastor was there working setting the church on fire. 
Thankfully, the church did not burn down, and the congregation did not waver in the 
commitment to be where they believed God had sent them. 

The demographics of the church were compiled by the leadership of the church 
conducting membership reports and surveys. Seventy-two percent of the membership are 
female, and 28% male. This is typical of most churches where the females dominant the 
membership, which is reflective of why most of the leadership positions are held by 
females. This was evident in the ministerial staff as well as the church ordaining women 
to be deacons. In terms of age demographics, the largest population in the church are 
those over sixty-five years old, 71% are seniors. The next highest age group is twenty- 
five to forty-four range with 17%. The third largest group is forty-five to sixty-four age 
range at 11%. The smallest group is under twenty-five. 

As the pastor got older, his ability to stay relevant in his sermonic presentations 
got harder. Being trained in seminary and a strong teacher, his teaching and preaching 
were heavy on the exegesis, and got lighter and lighter on the life application. Many of 
the young adults in the church and their parents would at several times go to him, in love, 
asking if the church could hire a youth pastor. They also asked if he could make some 
adjustments to his style of preaching and teaching so that it could be understood. 
Unfortunately, he did not agree this was an issue and challenged them to study harder so 
they could understand what he was preaching and teaching about. Many members stayed 
because they loved the people and the church; however, they stated that during the 


sermon they would check out mentally. Others, even though they loved the church and 
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the people decided that their spiritual growth was more important and made the decision 
to leave and go to other churches where they could grow. This decline in membership 
was steep, and at the turn of the century there were approximately fifty members 
attending worship. Unfortunately, there were limited youth and young adults included in 
that number. I can recall being a part of a group of about thirty young people who was 
raised in the church and loved the church. Yet, most of those thirty individuals left the 
church because of the church’s inability to connect with them via the preaching and 
teaching, and through relevant ministries. As I look at those thirty or so people now, most 
of them are married with children. That suggest that the church could have possibly 
added close to 100 people to the church if they were able to hold on to those who left. 
With this being a recurring theme, the number is possibly much larger as to how many 
people were lost due to the church and pastor’s inability to make the gospel live for those 
who were in attendance, and thus hindered their spiritual growth. 

I found the research of the church, and its history, to be very helpful in God 
showing me where God is leading me to focus at in ministry. Without preaching and 
teaching and ministry that is relevant to address the current life problems people have, 
those who are in need suffer without answers, and ultimately lack spiritual maturity to 
deal with life’s problems. This has ripple effect not just on the personal lives of people, 
but also in the church. The church, in some cases, is forced to be ran and lead by 
spiritually immature people. People who have not grown spiritually due to a lack of being 
exposed to the Word of God that is made relevant to their lives. The affect also is 
revealed in the membership, as you find quarrels and fights and disagreements that do not 


end amicably because those in the congregation lack spiritual maturity and a lack of 
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biblical knowledge on how to deal with adversity in the body of Christ. Having all of 


these things affecting the church at one time can lead to a church spending more time 
fighting with each other, rather than fighting spiritual wickedness in high places. It can 
cause people to disengage from being in the church or in the church but tuned out while 
there. This also can lead to the church forgoing its mission to reach a dying world and 


those who need help. 


Ministry Journey 

Being born in 1978, I was the first baby born into the church and the first- 
born dedicated back to God. My mother was a charter member of the church, which 
means she was a member from the time of conception of the church. I grew up in the 
church doing everything you can possibly do in a church from being a junior usher, to 
singing in the choir, to being a junior deacon. When I was nine years old my mother 
noticed that I liked to imitate the organist and sing the choir songs. She put me in piano 
lessons taught by an elder woman who was my mother’s bible school teacher. She taught 
me how to play classical musical and read classical scores. After about six months of 
lessons, my mother asked the Pastor if I could play a song before the congregation. After 
hearing me play, the Pastor asked my mother if I could play for the kid’s choir. I begin 
playing for them and within three years I was helping the Minister of Music playing for 
devotions and the adult choir. When I was thirteen years old, many people began to see a 
preaching gift in me. I was speaking at youth events all over the city and teaching Sunday 
school to school age kids. Although I declared my call to preach at the age of thirteen, my 


pastor said that he did not agree with licensing me at such a young age because he did not 
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want it to be “cute” but a serious commitment to the call. My mother had a major stroke 
while I was still thirteen years old. I was the only child at home and we could not make 
ends meet. I felt at that time I was forced to do illegal things in order to gain money and 
provide for myself and my mother. I could not get a job at thirteen, so I began to sell 
drugs to be able to help out at our house and take care of myself. This life came with its 
share of dangerous situations. I was robbed at gunpoint, shot twice, and spent most of my 
days in a crack house selling drugs to drug addicts. However, I was willing to take that 
risk, as I was able to make sometimes one thousand dollars or more a day. This money 
allowed me to pay my mother’s bills for her, provide food so we did not have to go 
without eating, and also, I bought a used car to get us back and forth to doctors’ 
appointments and the grocery store. This money allowed me to buy clothes and shoes and 
not wear the same things every day. This lifestyle was not only dangerous but it caused 
me to drop out of school right before I started high school. When my pastor heard that I 
was selling drugs in a crack house in order to make ends meet, he somehow found out 
what crack house I was in and came to the crack house and got me out of it. He then paid 
me to play the organ at the church and got his daughter who was a manager to hire me at 
just fifteen years old at McDonald’s. 

Even after beginning to work at the church and McDonald’s, there were still times 
I still sold marijuana to keep extra money in my pocket and save money because I wanted 
to go to college and could not see how I was going to be able to pay for it. But staying 
connected to that street life caused another crazy and significant moment in my life. One 
day my friends from my hood came through the drive-thru and told me they needed some 


weed as they were going to another hood to watch a softball game between our hood and 
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another one. Note that at that time in the early nineties gang violence had just begun to 
run through the streets of Pittsburgh. Although there was a gang from my community, I 
had no connection to them and did not run with them. I was not interested in violence 
unless it was to protect myself, but being from the same community and dressing like 
them in the same colors could easily get you mis portrayed as one. On this day, I told my 
friends I would meet them at the local mall after I got off to provide them with the weed 
the wanted to buy. We all met up at the mall and I bought me some tennis shoes and sold 
them the weed the wanted and we agreed to go to the baseball field together to watch our 
hood play this other team. They left me and got there first, when I got there, I went to my 
sister’s husbands’ mothers house who lived right next to the field in these projects to use 
her restroom. While using the restroom I heard gun shots go off, and as I ran outside to 
see what happened, a woman from my community who was there grabbed me and pulled 
me underneath some bleachers and laid on top of me to hide me. She told me to shut up 
and not say anything until she saw it was clear. Once the shooters were gone, we got up 
and I looked around saw that three of my friends who I just sold weed too and left the 
mall with were shot dead in the baseball field. And one of my closest friends was laying 
in centerfield unconscious as he was beating with a baseball bat over his head. He later 
died from brain damage that was irreversible. At that moment I did not know what to say 
or think until my sister’s husband got to the field and said to me, “God must be sparing 
your life for something great because I thought for sure you were killed when my mother 
said you were up here!” The murdering of my friends scared me beyond anything else in 
my life. I was scared because it could have been me killed with them, I was also scared 


because I thought what if the guys who were in the other gang knew I was there or saw 
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them and can identify them, and they want to kill me? I was afraid for the life of my 
sisters’ in-laws and for my other friends who were looking to get revenge on that gang. 
But most importantly I was afraid to die because at any time these guys could catch me 
slipping and take me out of here. I worked the late shift at McDonald’s and I worked in 
the drive thru at night, and one night there were a few guys from that rival gang’s area 
who came through the drive-thru. They noticed me and even asked if I was a part of the 
gang from where I lived? I ignored the question and got my manager to finish taking the 
order. The store closed at midnight and I began walking home from work and I heard gun 
shots ring out. I took off running down an alley way and jump into a huge garbage 
dumpster that had raccoons and rats in it. I figured its best to get bit by one of them than 
to be killed by bullets. I stayed in that dumpster for about forty-five minutes before 
getting out and running home! After that I quit my job at McDonald’s and my pastor 
asked me why? I told him that I was scared and did not want to be chased by guys trying 
to kill me and I’m not even a gang banger. He said to me, “Johnathan the reason they 
chase you and want to kill you is because you look like them.” My hair was in braids, I 
wore the same kind of clothes and colors as those from my hood, and pretty much acted 
like the guys from my hood. After he said that to me, I went and got a haircut and 
changed my wardrobe!!! Instead of wearing all black every day, I started wearing other 
colors that was not black, blue, or red. I also stayed in the house for most of that summer 
because I was scared to come out and get shot or die. I only went out for important things 
like shopping, church, and doctors’ appointments. Sort of like my teenage personal 


quarantine lol. 


14 


One day I had a dream that I was riding my bike down my street and there was a 
strong wind blowing opposite the direction I was going in. I saw two figures, one was a 
picture of Jesus’ face in front of me, and the other was my mother standing on our porch 
at the end of the street calling for me to come home. However, the wind was strong that I 
could not ride my back through it and get either to Jesus or my mother. The sky turned 
blood color red and I heard a voice behind me telling me that “I got you and I will not let 
you go!” I woke up afraid and wondering what this dream was about and it kept me from 
sleeping at night because I was afraid that the dream meant I was going to hell. This 
further lead to me staying in the house because not only was I afraid of dying I was afraid 
of dying and going to Hell. Oddly, that next week my church was in revival and the 
preacher’s first sermon was in relation to having the security of salvation. He ended the 
sermon by making an appeal saying to the people, “The reason some people are afraid to 
sleep at night and afraid of dying is because they are afraid to go to hell.” He continued, 
“If you feel this way, like you are afraid to go to hell, if you’re not sure that if you died 
right now you would go to Heaven, then the simple solution is to give your life to Christ 
and receive salvation which will guarantee your place in Heaven.” I knew at that moment 
that my issue with sleeping and staying in the house and the meaning behind my dream 
was that I did not have a real relationship with Jesus Christ. I worked in the church, but I 
did not have a real relationship with Jesus Christ. After the preacher made his appeal, I 
got off the piano and told him I wanted to live my life for God and wanted to stop being 
afraid to die because I believed I was going to hell. I accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior 


that night and my fears of dying mysteriously disappeared. 
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God led me back to my roots and church and I obtained my GED, which satisfied my 


Pastor to now allow me to preach an initial sermon. I was licensed to preach February 21, 
1996 on a Wednesday night that saw 1 person who turned out to be my best friend later, 
gave her life to Christ. 

Having been raised in a church where the sermon was literally a theological 
exposition every week, there were very few times when I felt like I learned something 
from the message. When I was licensed to preach, I felt that I did not want to preach in a 
way that left people feeling the same way me and my friends felt after the sermon was 
over. We felt like it was a discussion between the preacher and those who either knew 
what he was talking about, or they were faking like they knew. Although I knew this is 
what I wanted to do, I had no idea on how to do it. A friend invited me to attend a revival 
at a large church in the city. This was the first time I heard a preacher who was young and 
not a part of the inner circle of my pastor. This preacher preached a message that spoke to 
every area of struggle in my life that night. I could not believe it, so I attended all five 
nights of the revival. Every night it was as if he was speaking directly to me. I just 
happened to catch the pastor as he was about to get in the car and leave the church after 
service, and I asked him, “Can you refer me to a book or resource that will my help my 
preaching be as effective as you were this week?” He said, “Sure, there is a book every 
young preacher should read, and it is called, The Certain Sound of the Trumpet: Crafting 
a Sermon of Authority authored by Samuel Dewitt Proctor. This book will help you 
preach sermons that make a difference in the lives of people.” I immediately bought this 
book and read it several times front to back. I was blessed by the introduction of the book 


and how it spoke to the very concern I had with preaching that I wanted to utilize. 
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Proctor states in the introduction something that continues to resonates with me 
until today when he said, “Great preaching can present Jesus to the modern mind, 
transposing him from a world of goats, camels, fig trees, and mustard seeds to a world of 
crack, teenage gun fights, child abuse, stealing in high places, and education without 
values, keeping alive his transforming and saving power generation after generation.”! 
This was my goal, my aim, and what I experienced at that revival. I wanted to preach so 
that the sermon spoke to the life of those listening and changed their life the same way 
the sermons from the revivalist changed mine. The book gave one of the practical ways to 
construct a sermon so that it can be practical and life changing for the hearer. Proctor 
called it the proposition approach. The preacher after having done their exegetical 
research, will then begin to see from the text studied what they are proposing, what the 
text is saying in its original context, and then what is the text saying to those who are 
listening. Learning this style of preparing sermons was helpful in my development of 
preaching and accomplishing my goal of preaching relevant sermons. 

Although the book was helpful, I still was in need of more resources to help me 
provide the kind of sermon presentation that I desired to present. I was encouraged to 
attend a Bible school for my undergrad that helped me become stronger in reading and 
studying the Bible. During my undergraduate years, I was blessed to have homiletics 
classes with some great preachers and was introduced to materials that helped to shape 
skills exegetically, which in turn strengthened my ability to make the Bible relevant while 
preaching. One book that helped me was Biblical Preaching by Haddon Robinson. 


Robinson expounds on the idea of preaching expository messages which basically means, 


' Samuel D. Proctor, The Certain Sound of the Trumpet: Crafting a Sermon of Authority (Valley 
Forge, PA: Judson Press 1994), 7 


17 


these sermons consist of ideas drawn from the scriptures and related to life. He states, “A 
preacher to be effective must be involved in three different worlds, he gathers knowledge 
about the bible, aware of the currents swirling across his own times, and be a participator 
in his own particular world.”” His words further encouraged me to not just park in the 
Bible but drive the car of the sermon out of the Bible’s driveway into the streets of the 
listeners lives. Robinson states, “The preacher must expound the Scriptures so the 
contemporary God confronts us where we live, and that requires the preacher to study his 
audience as well as his bible.’ Other resources that have helped me in shaping my 
preaching approach would be books like “Black Preaching” by Henry Mitchell. 
Mitchell’s book encourages the “Black Preacher” to see the Bible through the lens of his 
or her own black experience, which will allow them to make the Bible relevant for their 
black hearers. Mitchell suggests that black congregations are not expecting to hear the 
preacher’s opinions about God or their lives, but he says, “Black congregations want to 
know what God has said through the preacher’s encounter with the Word.’* Mitchell 
challenges the preacher to approach the Bible and find the original meaning of the text, 
and then see what God is saying from the text to the black congregation awaiting the 
preacher on Sunday morning. Proctor mentions that a preacher should be aware of the 
theological perspective of the audience. I find that some preachers who do not know this 
will assume that their listeners are on their level in terms of knowing theology. However, 


this is not the case, as most parishioners know very little about theology. It would benefit 


? Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching: The Development and Delivery of Expository 
Messages (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1980), 15. 


3 Robinson, Biblical Preaching, 16. 
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the preacher to know where his or her audience is on matters of theology so that their 
message can reach the audience. 

After spending my undergraduate years and being exposed to other preachers and 
resources about preaching fanned into the flame the fire within me to preach relevant 
messages. I must admit the first part of the sermonic work still needed some work. That 
first part is making sure I had done my due diligence with finding the original meaning of 
the text. Or pulling out the original meaning of the text, better known as the “exegesis.” It 
had become my conviction that whatever the sermon looked like when it was finished 
and made relevant, it should come from the actual meaning of the text itself. In other 
words, I wanted the relevancy of the sermon to be pulled out and extracted from the true 
meaning of the text I was preaching. I have heard so many sermons that had catchy titles 
and worldly slogans, but was not consistent with the original meaning of the scripture 
chosen and read. Or in other cases the text chosen was used to support an idea of the 
preacher, rather than the text birthing the idea the preacher preached. The preacher went 
to the text with a pre-conceived notion on what they wanted to say and, in some cases, 
made the text say what they wanted it to say even if it meant presenting a false meaning. 

One who is truly committed to the task of exegesis must show respect and loyalty 
to the text which we attest to being the Word of God. One who goes to the text and pulls 
out what they want or what they choose the text to say is engaging in what John Hayes 
and Carl Holladay call “Eisegesis.” Which basically means in their words, “To read the 
text in light of the tradition without any critical judgment or without letting the text speak 


afresh and on its own.”° They suggest that the exegete’s goal is to reach an informed 


5 John Hayes, Carl Holladay, Biblical Exegesis (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1987), 33. 
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understanding of the text. One way Hayes and Holladay suggest this can be done is by, 


“learning to interrogate the text.’”© One must come to the text and as you are reading the 
text, the text will begin to lead you to ask questions of the text. Again, they task the 
exegete to allow the text to present questions as opposed to coming with already 
formulated questions. The interrogation of the text will produce answers that allows one 
to extract out of its text what God originally said. This will protect the preacher from 
pulling out of the text what they want it to say, instead of what God was saying through 
the inspiration of the writers God used. 

These lessons in school during my undergraduate year as and seminary 
experience helped shape my preaching over a twenty-five-year period to achieve the goal 
of preaching a biblical message with modern day relevance. Although I have served as a 
pastor for over fifteen years, I have never been able to intentionally measure whether this 
method of preaching has been effective in contexts that have experienced a lack of 
relevant preaching. To test this method in this context will help to determine if a 
biblically relevant sermon will aid those who hear it in being engaged in the sermon 
presentation and challenging them to grow spiritually. 

A sermon that is loaded with commentary information is one that a lot of people 
do not feel ministers to their current context. Preachers have stood in the pulpit and 
preached from a text and given the listeners all the answers to the questions they have 
asked in the interrogation of the text. However, in some cases members did not make the 


connections between the text and real-life scenarios. This is what my current church 


® Hayes, and Holladay, Biblical Exegesis, 34. 
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context lacked for many years and the ultimate consequence of this proved to almost 
cause the church to shut down. 

For over thirty years listening to biblical sermons that did not have life application 
has left many people believing that their spiritual growth was attached to their knowledge 
of the Bible. In other words, if I am able to quote scripture, teach the Bible, or even have 
an understanding of what it may be saying, then I feel as if I have arrived at a place of 
spiritual maturity. Or one may feel they have arrived at a place of spiritual maturity 
because they heard the biblical message and if they were able to help somebody else 
understand it or teach it to somebody else, then that was proof that I have arrived at a 
place of spiritual maturity. So many people spent many years listening to the preaching 
and teaching of the word, studying the word themselves to find the exegesis; however, 
they never were able to apply the word to their life. This has left some in a spiritual 
immature place, having answers to what the Bible says, but lacking answers to what the 
Bible says to their life. Leaders and long-standing members of the church have still not 
grown to a place where they know how to deal with life’s challenges because of a lack of 
teaching. 

This lack of spirituality and maturity has affected the church in how the church 
functions, how people interact with one another, and most importantly the witness of the 
church. The leadership in the form of deacons, trustees, and associate preachers has led 
from a place of not knowing the specifics of their role according to the Bible. Some have 
led not knowing what the Bible says in terms of how to deal with other people, and some 
have led with secular and ungodly values rather than leading with love and Christian 


values. The church has suffered over the year because of this issue and stunted in their 
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growth numerically because of the lack of spiritual maturity from the leadership. With 
more relevant preaching and teaching, I am a believer that the leadership and membership 
will grow in their personal lives which will positively affect their church life. 

Another area that the lack of relevant preaching has affected in the church is the 
engagement in worship from a generation of people who know very little to nothing 
about the Bible. Due to the dissatisfaction and lack of relevant Bible teaching and 
preaching, people have disengaged from those moments of preaching and teaching. Some 
in days past would find themselves sleep during the preaching moment, daydreaming, get 
up go to the bathroom, or leave when the sermon starts. Currently, those who stay for the 
preaching moment but do not find it engaging will spend time on their cell phones, 
playing games, on social media, or conducting business while the sermon is being 
preached. Now with services being offered via social media and virtual platforms, people 
have options of what parts of the service they want to watch and experience. Some jump 
from church to church to hear their favorite singers or choirs, and then to another 
broadcast to hear their favorite preacher, or omit the preaching moment all together. The 
disengagement of those in attendance or virtually from the preaching moment, prevents 
an encounter with God’s word that can transform their lives. 

I will attempt to preach sermon series on “Faith” that I measure to see if the 
sermonic presentation keeps those listening engaged throughout the six weeks of 
preaching. While preaching the sermon series, I will use a method of preaching that will 
allow me to maximize that moment to connect the original biblical meaning with a 
modern-day life application of the text. I plan to use the method shared previously from 


Samuel D. Proctor’s book, which is the propositional method. This method is designed to 
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help the preacher stay on task throughout the sermon. Proctor argues that sometimes the 
preacher can get lost in the sermon moment by leaving the text originally presented and 
go on tangents. This can contribute to the loss of interests by those listening, when the 
preacher is giving them more than they can take in and digest.’ Through the propositional 
approach, I seek to ensure the text I start with is the one I stay with through the duration 
of the sermon. 

This method of preaching can help the listener follow along in the sermon by 
taking notes that they can reference later. Taking notes will also hopefully help them 
grow as they can apply what they have learned when the time is needed. Being able to 
provide the audience with a clear proposition, followed by a thesis and synthesis all 
derived from the text given can hopefully answer the main question most people want to 
know from the sermon which is what does this mean to me? That is the relevant question 
that is being answered from the sermon. The relevant question serves as the glue to the 
sermon that merges together the original meaning of the text and the relevance of the text 
to the hearer. Only presenting exegetical information should not be the end goal of the 
sermon, but the first part of the sermon. One must then reveal how the exegetical 
information is applicable to one’s life. The relevant question (RQ) helps to make the 
information present in the specific life circumstances that the text preached is addressing. 

This project will seek to not only help keep members engaged in the sermonic 
presentation but will also attempt to encourage other preachers to strive to make the Bible 


live for those who listen to their preaching. The sermonic structure will be openly shared 


7 Samuel D. Proctor, The Certain Sound of the Trumpet: Crafting a Sermon of Authority (Valley 
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with the hearers during the sermon series in hopes that it will grant preachers a model for 
making the Bible relevant. 

It is my hope to learn from this project whether this model of preaching works to 
keep listeners engaged in the sermonic presentation. If so, then the project will solve the 
issues of the context which is found in previous preachers’ ability to make the Bible live 
for their members. I also seek to learn if the preaching model help the listener learn 
valuable tools from the Bible that will challenge and stretch them to grow spiritually. I 
would like to discover if this style of preaching is one that the listener would prefer 
weekly. Also, do they prefer this style of preaching that gives them an accurate 
explanation of the Bible, but also the life application taken from the Bible. 

My conclusion from examining my skills and interest and the needs of the context 
chosen, is that if biblical messages are preached with life application, then the hearers of 
the messages will be more engaged in the sermon and thus grow spiritually in their walk 
with God. Relevant sermons are what was asked from those in the context who listened to 
strictly biblically preaching for many years. I stress that there is nothing wrong with 
biblical messages and giving accurate biblical information; however, for this context the 
preacher must go further in ensuring that the Bible becomes a source of instruction and 


guidance for those who are listening. 


CHAPTER TWO 


BIBLICAL FOUNDATION 


The scriptural focus for this biblical foundation chapter is taken from Acts 8:26- 
39. In this chapter we will attempt to provide an overview of the passage by sharing its 
contextual setting within the Book of Acts. We will also define the exegetical meaning 
taken from the text and its connection to the larger narrative of the book. We will 
examine words within the pericope that help give a clearer understanding of the text and 
its relevance for this project. Finally, we will seek to explain how the principles learned 
from this text seek to inform the direction in the doctoral research. 

The Book of Acts was written by Luke and is the second volume of his writings, 
with the first being the Gospel of Luke. Luke writes two books, or one book broken into 
two parts, in order to give his readers an account of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, 
Jesus’ death, burial, resurrection, the ascension of Christ back to Heaven, the birthing of 
the Church on the day of Pentecost, and how the church evolved and grew until the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ was spread throughout the world. In particular in the Book of 
Acts, Luke shares with his readers some of the prominent individuals that God used to 
establish the church and carry on the work of Jesus Christ in the world. These persons 
would include the Apostles, those who were faithful followers of Christ, the disciples that 
were made during and after the time of Christ, and the Apostle Paul who received his 


conversion from Christ Himself, and appointment to be the Apostle to the Gentiles. 
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Luke sought to show his readers that the Gospel of Jesus Christ was doing what 


Jesus said it would do in terms of changing the lives of God’s people and fulfilling the 
purpose by which Christ came into the world, which was to redeem humanity from its 
fallen state in sin. The Apostles and those who were followers of Christ can be seen 
preaching and sharing the Gospel in Luke’s account in Acts all throughout the land, 
which led to many being converted and saved into the community of believers, and the 
faith now known as Christianity. We find in Acts the different miracles, signs, and 
wonders the Holy Spirit empowered the followers of Christ to do in order to further the 
movement of Christianity and the spreading of the Gospel. 

Luke is sure to include in this account not only the highs and successes of the 
movement, but also some of the issues that were attempting to stop or kill the movement. 
The Gospel message would create tension amongst those who lived in that period, as the 
Message speaks directly to the sin of the Jews for their accusations about Jesus that led to 
his arrest, conviction, and crucifixion. Their sin would be that they killed the One who 
was promised to the Jews to be the Messiah as Peter preaches to them in Acts 2:36 when 
he says, “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you 
crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (NIV). The Gospel also speaks of a failed attempt by 
the Roman government to carry out their judgement by killing Jesus. The Gospel 
message clearly states and suggest that although Jesus was crucified, he did not have his 
life taken from him, he voluntarily laid it down. He also did not stay dead, for as He had 
promised, after three days he was raised from the dead. With the church now preaching 
this Message, it would show the world that the Jews and the Romans failed in their 


attempt to kill the One who not only lived and spoke as the Messiah, but also had proven 
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Himself as such by his resurrection from the dead, and the works and wonders done 
through his followers. 

Luke also reveals the challenges that the movement faced with helping those who 
were not Jews understand the Gospel message and its connection to their redemption. He 
also shares how the followers of Christ were tasked with even showing the Jewish people 
how their scriptures pointed to Christ and prophesied about Christ. As the movement 
grew, people from all over the world coming to Jerusalem to worship would discover this 
new movement taking the area by storm. As was the Jewish custom, Jews who were 
scattered throughout Asia would make a journey to Jerusalem to worship God. This was 
the sight Luke provided for his readers when he described the setting of the Day of 
Pentecost and how the Spirit of God ensured that all in attendance could receive the 
testimony of the disciples who shared with them the wonderful works of God in their 
own native tongue. This custom of Jews and others coming from other countries and 
foreign areas would continue as the Gospel spread, thus creating a need for a re- 
enactment of Pentecost where the Spirit would empower and enable believers to share the 
Gospel in a way that the foreigner could understand. 

This brings us to our pericope for this assignment, about Luke’s account of an 
encounter between Phillip and an Ethiopian eunuch. Prior to the encounter, we learn that 
there was a great persecution that broke out in Jerusalem. Stephen had just been stoned to 
death, and a Jewish man named Saul was approving the killing of anybody who belonged 
to the movement. Luke states that Saul went from house to house dragging men and 
women off to be put in prison. This caused many to leave and flee for safety. He reports 


that only the Apostles stayed back, but others fled to Judea and Samaria. Though Philip 
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was one who scattered, he preached everywhere he went. Philip was one of the seven 
men that were tasked with assisting the Apostles with caring for those in need. In 
addition, to his preaching, we see Philip having the ability to do signs in the presence of 
the people so that it may cause them to repent and be baptized. Luke does not however, 
lose sight of the fact that Philip’s most effective work was through preaching the Gospel, 
as seen in the verses leading up to the pericope of choice for this assignment. He records 
that there was a sorcerer named Simon who amazed people and had people marvel at his 
ability to do magic acts. However, once Philip came and preached the Gospel to the 
people, they were willing to be baptized and join the faith, including Simon the sorcerer. 
The Bible goes on to share how Simon followed Philip, and when the Apostles Peter and 
John came to Samaria to help those who were converted to receive the Holy Spirit, Simon 
decided that he should have this gift as well in order to further practice his sorcery. He 
did not understand the gift of the Holy Spirit and therefore sought to use it for purposes it 
was not intended for. He was urged to repent and remove this way of thinking from his 
life. This story is highlighted in the text to support the fact that the Gospel influences 
those who hear it, and that includes both those who genuinely seek to follow Christ and 
those who seek to use it for personal gain. 

Luke begins to now talk about how Philip encounters an Ethiopian Eunuch on the 
path from Samaria to Gath, which was considered a private and secluded place, mainly 
because it was in the desert. It also was considered an ideal place where one could read 
and study the Word of God without distraction. This was an ideal setting for the Holy 
Spirit to send Philip to meet a man who needed some further help and explanation of the 


scriptures that would give him a greater understanding of God’s plan for his life. It is 
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obvious that the Eunuch was a part of the groups of people who were knowledgeable 
about the scriptures and was traveling back to Ethiopia after making the journey to 
Jerusalem to worship. The Eunuch, according to Jewish culture, would have heard the 
scriptures read in Jerusalem, had the chance to experience the presence of God, and 
fulfilled his religious or cultural religious duty by making the pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 
Yet, we discover that even after having done all that, he was still in need of further 
ministering as he sat and read scriptures and did not understand what he was reading. H. 
D. M. Spence in his commentary entitled, Acts of the Apostles suggests, ““He was 
doubtless a proselyte of the gate. Eusebius, in the place above cited, speaks of him as the 
first Gentile convert, and as the first fruits of the faithful in the whole world. He adds, as 
Irenzeus before him had hinted, that he is reported to have preached the Gospel to the 
Ethiopians, by which the prophecy of Ps. 68:31 was fulfilled.”! “Envoys will come from 
Egypt; Cush will submit herself to God” (Ps. 68:31).? Since this was prophesied in the 
Old Testament, it begs to become a reality in God’s timing. This explains why the Holy 
Spirit orchestrated this event so that Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch would encounter 
each other for a very specific purpose. God appears to be at the center bringing them 
together. C. K. Barrett in his commentary A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 
Acts of the Apostles suggests “Answering to God’s plan is Philip’s instant and complete 
obedience to the angel’s command. This is equally part of Luke’s theme. It results in his 


encounter with the Ethiopian.” Philip was responding out of obedience to the angel’s 


'H. D. M. Spence-Jones, ed., Acts of the Apostles, vol. 1, The Pulpit Commentary (New York, NY: 
Funk and Wagnalls Company, 1909), 253. 
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command and thus submitting to God’s plan. Barrett also gives some insights on the 
background of Ethiopians and their connection to religion in that day that explains why a 
man who worked for the Queen handling her money would be in the desert reading 
scriptures. Barrett implies, “that it was a commonplace of Hellenistic literature that the 
Ethiopians, living at the back of beyond, were an exceptionally pious race.””* Pious 
meaning, “devoutly religious” and suggesting that their commitment to their religion was 
of the utmost importance in their lives. That being the case, it would be necessary for one 
to commit themselves to the writings and literature provided by the religion to instruct 
them and govern their lives, which also would require them to be able to read, 
understand, and comprehend what it is they are trying to learn to be more pious. In 
sharing this story, Luke brings to light how the Gospel message is reaching people that 
have historically been disconnected from the worship of God. Deuteronomy 23:1 says, 
“No one who has been emasculated by crushing or cutting may enter the assembly of the 
Lord.” The Ethiopians fall into the category of being unable to worship in Jerusalem due 
to their tradition of emasculation. Whereas, there are other scriptures that give us reason 
to believe the reason the Eunuch came to worship was because of the promise God made 
to them in Isaiah 56:3-8 says, 
Let no foreigners who have bound themselves to the Lord say, “The Lord will 
surely exclude me from his people.” And let no eunuch complain, “I am only a 
dry tree.” For this is what the Lord says: “To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, 
who choose what pleases me and hold fast to my covenant— to them I will give 
within my temple and its walls a memorial and a name better than sons and 
daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that will endure forever. And 
foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to minister to him, to love the name 
of the Lord, and to be his servants, all who keep the Sabbath without desecrating 
it and who hold fast to my covenant— these I will bring to my holy mountain and 


give them joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be 
accepted on my altar; for my house will be called a house of prayer for all 
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nations.” The Sovereign Lord declares— he who gathers the exiles of Israel: “I 
will gather still others to them besides those already gathered (Is. 56:3-8). 


David Brown in his commentary, Commentary Critical and Explanatory on the Whole 
Bible writes his reason why the Ethiopian Eunuch was in Jerusalem, saying, “that is, to 
keep the recent feast of Pentecost, as a Gentile proselyte to the Jewish faith.”> Although 
scholars may differ as to why the Ethiopian Eunuch was attending worship and ultimately 
reading the scriptures, the Bible confirms that God was orchestrating the event in order to 
allow for this encounter with Philip that would change the Eunuch’s life. 

The Bible says that the Eunuch was on his way home and was reading out loud 
from the Book of Isaiah. When Philip got close to him the Spirit told him to go to the 
chariot where the man was sitting and reading. The question is raised - what was it that 
caused Philip to ask the man if he needed help? What got his attention once he arrived at 
the chariot and heard the man reading? R. C. H. Lenski suggests, “He was reading aloud, 
perhaps with some difficulty, for the ancient manuscripts did not write the words 
separately, had no punctuation, no breathings, and no accents.” It is possible according 
to Lenski that the Eunuch was struggling to understand what he was reading because 
what was written was foreign to him in grammar and meaning. Archibald T. Robertson 
highlights that, “He was reading aloud as Philip “heard him reading” a common practice 
among Orientals. He had probably purchased this roll of Isaiah in Jerusalem and was 


reading the LXX Greek text.”’”’ Reading out loud, and struggling to read the scripture in 
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Greek, because he was Ethiopian, attributes to his inability to understand what he is 
reading. This provides us with some understanding as to what Philip is hearing as he 
approaches the chariot and is drawn to help the Eunuch. 

Verses thirty through thirty-one provide the reader with two questions that 
summarize and give clarity to this encounter and what God ultimately wanted to 
accomplish by connecting these two men on the desert road of Gaza. “Then Philip ran up 
to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what 
you are reading?” Philip asked. “How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to 
me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him” (Acts 8:30-31). Two questions 
shape the crux of this text and give exegetical meaning to what Luke intended for his 
readers to see and witness. The first question is asked by Philip, after having heard the 
Eunuch reading aloud, and witnessing his possible difficulty reading, he then asks him, 
“Do you understand what you are reading?” Lenski gives some clues to what may have 
been the meaning behind the question asked by Philip by examining it from the original 
language. “Philip asked the question whether he understood what he was reading. The 
apa is a word of interrogation, ye is strengthening and lends a touch of doubt.’ In other 
words, Philip is engaging in an interrogation because of his doubt that the Eunuch 
understands what he is reading. This interrogation of course would not be to embarrass or 
harass the man, but to ask questions to get a clearer understanding of the man’s needs. 
We then see the Eunuch respond with an answer to Philip, however, he answers his 


question with a question. Yet his response also conveys a correct response to further help 
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him get to the outcome God desires in the initial connecting of these two. Henry Alford 
in the Greek Testament Commentary says about the response, “The answer expresses at 
once humility and docility.”? He did not answer with arrogance or ignorance; however, 
his answer was with humility of mind and heart and wisdom. Wisdom was revealed in his 
answer because he realized that in order for him to take full advantage of the time spent 
reading the scriptures, he would need somebody to help him understand what he was 
reading. Lenski adds “The eunuch not only acknowledges his inability but states that he 
needs a guide. The sentence is a mixed condition: in the apodosis it has the optative with 
av (potentiality): “How then could I’; in the protasis éav (= si) with the future indicative 
(reality): “unless one shall guide me.”!° He suggests there is potential and reality wrapped 
up in the Eunuchs response, which leads to the now godly encounter to take place. His 
response gives Philip the comfort in knowing that he is free to help him understand what 
he is reading, and further help him understand how what he is reading is applicable to his 
own life. 

The scripture that the Eunuch was reading is Isaiah 53:7-8 (NIV): 

He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a 

lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before its shearers is silent, so he did not 

open his mouth. By oppression and judgment, he was taken away. Yet who of his 

generation protested? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the 

transgression of my people he was punished (Is. 53:7-8). 


The question raised from reading this text is what about it causes the Eunuch to need help 


with understanding or interpretation? Several scholars argue different points as to the 
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answer to this question, and Lenski suggests “the eunuch had no difficulty in reading the 
words and the sentences in his LXX copy of Isaiah, his difficulty was vastly greater, 
namely what the prophet really meant by this entire section.”!' He does not feel that the 
Eunuch was caught up in trying to understand grammar and language more than he was 
trying to grasp the what and why of the passage. With this scripture being what the 
Eunuch was reading and its predictions of the Messiah’s sufferings, why was this not 
something that the Eunuch heard about while he was in Jerusalem? At the time of his 
visit, Jesus had already been resurrected, the movement of the first church was already in 
place, and preaching of the Gospel should have been taking place in Jerusalem. However, 
he makes a statement that allows Philip to become aware that he is not knowledgeable 
about Jewish history and the promise of the Messiah, and that he is not aware of the 
events that have taken place in Jerusalem, including the arrest, death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. His question to Philip is, “Who is the prophet speaking of? 
Himself or another?” Before we delve into that question and see how Philip uses the 
passage to evangelize to the Eunuch, it is vital that we gain an understanding as to what 
Luke was trying to accomplish by telling this story with this scripture at the heart of the 
encounter. In the journal, ““Semeia 47: Interpretation for Liberation” the writers suggest a 
few things regarding the literary context Luke uses to illustrate the importance of this Old 
Testament passage. They say, “Chief among the Lucan theological motifs and interests in 
Acts 8:26—40 is a “prophecy-fulfillment” or “proof-from-prophecy” pattern which is 


acknowledged to be especially characteristic of the Lucan writings. “Prophecy- 
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fulfillment” here means the fulfillment of the Old Testament (promise, prophecy, etc.).”!? 


Luke used Old Testament prophecy to inform his readers about the connections between 
what was spoken and what was fulfilled through Christ. This method and approach would 
help to convince his readers that Christ was not only prophesied about in the Old 
Testament, but that everything that was spoken about Christ has come to fruition. The 
writers also suggest, “The fulfillment of prophetic utterances or promises within the New 
Testament itself, as in prophetic statements uttered by the risen Christ regarding the 
evangelistic outreach of the church which are fulfilled.”!? This is their meaning of 
prophetic fulfillment. Luke brings to light here that Philip is getting ready to help the 
Eunuch make a match between what was written in the Old Testament and how it came 
to pass in their present-day reality. 

The Eunuch’s need for an explanation of the text can be derived from a few 
issues, one being that he was reading from the Septuagint which was written and derived 
in Egypt. This would likely be the version he was reading. This makes Philip the perfect 
person to help him understand what he is reading because Philip was a Grecian converted 
to Judaism. Also, the very first statement quoted from the prophet’s message when he 
states one word, “He,” seems to make the Eunuch question who is He? Who is it that 
must endure all these things that follow in the passage? Not only who is the He, but why 
does He have to endure these things? For what reason is the Prophet suggesting that He 


must go through all these things? J. Rawson Lumby states in his commentary on the Acts 
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of the Apostles “That it is sufficiently close in sense to express the intention of the 
prophet or rather the “mind of the Spirit” in the prophecy, and on this translation 
therefore Philip founds his teaching.”’'* Philip was tasked with the responsibility of 
helping the Ethiopian Eunuch understand the Greek language of the text, and also with 
the practical application of the text to his context. 

The Eunuch asks the question “Who is he speaking of?” It is reasonable for him 
to ask this question if he had been reading chapters around this pericope because in 
chapter sixty-one of Isaiah, the prophet says, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.” In this 
passage the prophet is speaking of himself, and in the chosen passage he uses the pronoun 
“he.” So, it gives Philip the chance to share who the “he” is that has suffered so much in 
the text. H. D. M. Spence says, “The eunuch’s intelligent question gave Philip exactly the 
opening he required for preaching to him Jesus, the Messiah of whom all the prophets 
spoke by the Holy Ghost.”!> We see here a series of questions being raised and answered 
in the text; firstly, do you understand what is being read? Secondly, how can I understand 
for myself? And now lastly, what is preventing me from being baptized? Philip begins to 
share with the Eunuch that the person spoken of in the text is Jesus Christ, and shares 
with him how Jesus suffered the things stated in the text for the redemption of humanity. 
It is safely assumed that Philip offered him a relationship with Jesus which involves an 
outward manifestation of the inward change in his life by way of baptism. J. W. 


McGarvey makes an interesting point relating to how their discussion went from Philip 
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preaching Jesus to speaking of baptism, saying, “Luke says Philip “preached to him 


Jesus.” How, then, had he, while hearing Jesus preached, obtained instruction in 
reference to immersion? There is only one answer to this question. It is, that to preach 
Jesus, after the apostolic method, involves full instruction upon the subject of 
immersion.” McGarvey suggests the Gospel message was inclusive of the need for a 
new convert to be baptized. So, while Philip was explaining to him that the man 
referenced in Isaiah was Christ, he also shared with him that when Christ changes your 
life there is an outward expression of that change. It should be noted that the totality of 
the Gospel has not always been preached to include baptism, which McGarvey addresses 
by saying, “The prejudice, therefore, which exists at the present day against frequent 
introduction of this subject in discourses addressed to sinners, is altogether unscriptural; 
and those only preach Jesus correctly who give to it the same prominence which belongs 
to it in apostolic discourses. It was a part of Peter’s sermon on Pentecost, of Philip’s 
preaching to the Samaritans, and of his present discourse to the Ethiopian.””'” If it is not 
being included in the presentation of the Gospel then it is not in line with the history of 
preaching the Gospel according to the Bible. 

This story from Acts was chosen to be the biblical foundation of the doctoral 
project because it gives a representation of the process by which one encounters the Word 
of God, is taught the Word of God, and then is transformed as a result of the Word of 
God being made applicable to their lives. The thought of what would have happened to 


this Ethiopian Eunuch had not the Holy Spirit sent Philip to teach him the scriptures is the 
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same fear I feel today: a person who wants to know God, wants to learn God’s righteous 
standards and live according to the Kingdom’s standards, but are unable to because of a 
lack of understanding. So many people have given up the blessing of learning the 
scriptures because they deem the task to understand too great for them alone. With the 
different translations, the inability to know the need to or how to understand the origins 
of the scriptures, and the lack of encouragement can leave a person uninterested in 
studying the Bible for themselves. Also, some have not gained an understanding of the 
scriptures because they have been convinced by the church and some church leaders that 
a believer should be totally dependent upon the preacher for their spiritual growth. 
Unfortunately, this has led too many astray with false doctrines, manipulative schemes 
supported by bad theology, and the ignorance of the preacher or teacher themselves. It is 
fair to also suggest that some preachers and teachers have correct motives and desires to 
help the people of God understand God’s word, however, they do not have a system or 
process by which they can address the three questions addressed in this text: what is the 
scripture saying? What is it saying to me? And what do I do now? 

I grew up in a church with a pastor who was very astute and educated in theology. 
He had an earned master’s and doctorate from a seminary that specialized in Old 
Testament content. Although he was very skilled in presenting the bible and its content, 
he lacked the ability to make the content come alive for the hearer. He could sit down and 
share with a person what they were reading, but he was unable to share with them how to 
apply the scriptures to their lives. Sunday’s sermon would be a historical or a theological 
lesson on the Bible with little to no application. This wore on the congregation, especially 


younger persons in the church. The church attendance declined as a result of this, and 
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those who stayed tuned him out at the moment of preaching. If polls or studies were 
done, I believe it could be proven that most of those who left the church or did not come 
regularly due to this issue never found another church were the word was made clear, nor 
did they seek to grow themselves and understand God’s word. Many I grew up with have 
left the church, have no interest in the church or God, have resorted to ungodly lifestyles, 
and have distorted views about God that were gained outside of the church context. 
Growing up in this church environment, I was fortunate to stay and try and learn, but it 
made me want to be a better communicator of the Word of God. When I became a 
preacher, it was my top priority to do my proper exegetical studying and to make sure to 
help the congregants understand what I was proposing from the text chosen, in hopes that 
they would decide to want a relationship with God. 

When I moved to New Jersey, one of the things that I did while in the candidating 
process was watch and observe the church’s livestream. I noticed from afar that the 
Interim Pastor reminded me of my Pastor in terms of his style of preaching. He was very 
sound theologically, and the messages were very informative. They were perfect for those 
who wanted a deeper knowledge of the Bible and information that allows you to carefully 
pull out the meaning of a particular text of scripture. I thought to myself at times while 
listening to him preach, how are the people of the church responding to these messages? 
Do they feel as if they are growing in the word? I wondered if there was anybody not 
growing because of the messages having no clear practical application. I did not know 
why these things lingered in my mind until I was called to pastor the church and begin to 
have discussions with different groups of people within the church. One group in 


particular, a younger generation, voluntarily revealed what was shocking information to 
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me. They shared with me that they had been tuning out during services for years now. 
They shared that they only come to church to do their duties such as singing, playing 
instruments, running audio and visual, and other things. After they complete their duty 
they find no interest in the service because most times the sermon preached is either too 
much information to process, too deep in detail for them to follow or understand, or 
irrelevant to anything they experience in life. As I began to dig deeper into this issue, I 
found that even adults felt the same way, and that many people had left the church over 
the last ten years because of this very issue. Some were bold enough to raise the issue 
within church meetings in hopes of getting the former pastor and the interim pastor to 
consider preaching in a way that people can understand. Both showed resistance and 
declined to allow parishioners tell them what how and to preach. I met with others to get 
a sense of what the former pastor was like in terms of his preaching and teaching style. I 
was told one of the reasons that some people liked and possibly wanted the interim pastor 
as the pastor was because of their similar preaching and teaching style. The former pastor 
was not formally educated; however, he did read a lot and was self-taught. His style of 
preaching and teaching was to share with the people as much background information as 
he could about particular texts; however, there was very little practical application. This 
again resulted in the loss of membership, but more importantly, the complaint of persons 
who needed life application from the Bible for issues in life but felt they were left with 
nothing to help them. 

As I contemplated my own experience with preaching growing up and listened to 
the stories of those at my current church, I saw how these two situations intertwined. As I 


began looking for scripture to support the concern from these two situations, I was led to 
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this passage in Acts. The Ethiopian Eunuch represents many people in churches who 
make the journey weekly or as is their custom to church, with the expectation that 
whatever they receive in church will change their life, make life better, enhance their 
knowledge and awareness of the presence and power of God, or allow them to take home 
nuggets they can store away until life calls for them to need and use them. However, even 
with these reasonable expectations, so many leave the church experience and find 
themselves on the side of the road trying to figure out what it is they are reading or have 
just heard. They are trying to make sense of what they experienced and how it is relevant 
to their lives. Some are in desperate need of somebody to come alongside them and help 
them make sense of what God is saying to them in God’s word. The Holy Spirit, just like 
in the text, is sending people to those who are sitting by the roadside trying to make sense 
of life and God’s plan for them, and His expectation for the one sent is to answer the 
questions they are asking. They need someone to help them figure out what God is saying 
in the Bible, how the Word of God is relevant and applicable to their lives, and what they 
should do now with what they have learned. 

My goal in this project is to encourage people who have been sent by God to learn 
how to provide exegetically sound information to their listeners so that they know what 
God said originally, to urge them to make what God has said plain and relevant to the 
hearer, and help the person map out next steps in their process of responding to what God 
has said to them specifically. When the one sent sees the need for and importance of 
preaching and teaching biblically sound messages with twenty first century relevance, 
then I believe people will experience the transformative power of God’s word in their 


lives that draws them nearer to God and God’s church. 


CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS 


This chapter will seek to provide a historical foundation for a preaching model 
entitled “Biblical and Relevant: A Preaching Model for Congregational Engagement and 
Spiritual Growth.” This preaching model will attempt to promote more engagement from 
congregants during the sermonic time, offer carefully extracted biblical truths, and make 
these truths relevant to the hearer so that they are growing spiritually. This chapter will 
explore the life and ministry of a well-known twentieth century evangelist by the name of 
William A. Sunday, better known as “Billy” Sunday. Sunday’s ministry reveals how he 
was successful in reaching masses of people with the preaching of the gospel, by his 
unique presentation of the gospel. His success in ministering the gospel reveals how God 
can use one’s personality, life’s experiences, and education to reach God’s people in 
order to transform their lives. 

The Bible teaches that, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be 
thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17 NIV) Whenever the Word of 
God is presented and proclaimed, it is designed to affect the person who has heard it. The 
Apostle Paul suggests, “It is the power of God unto Salvation” (Rom. 12:2 NIV). The 
Bible has the power to save the soul of one who is lost, which highlights the importance 


of it being shared with a fallen humanity. Due to its power and potential, it must be 
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shared in such a way that those who hear it must understand it, comprehend its meaning, 
and apply to specific areas of their lives. The burden of this task has been placed in the 
possession of the one “Called” by God to proclaim the gospel. The one who has been 
called has a responsibility to learn what it is that God has originally spoken in Bible, and 
then communicate that truth along with its life application to those placed in their 
presence to hear. An unfortunate trend that has plagued the church for centuries is the 
temptation of the preacher to become obsessed with the idea of sharing what they have 
learned about the Bible in their sermon proclamation, but then failing to express the 
relevancy for the person listening to the sermon. The preacher must be guarded in that 
they do not use the sermonic presentation as a way of sharing their book knowledge of 
the Bible only and leaving out how the Bible desires to reach and transform the life of the 
hearer. 

Billy Sunday was one called by God to share God’s Word. In this chapter, we will 
examine his early years in his life. We will look at the major moments in his experience 
that lead to his conversion and calling to preach the gospel; and we will make a 
connection with his style of preaching to that of this Doctor of Ministry project. 

William A. Sunday was born November 19, 1862 in Ames, Iowa to William 
Sunday and Mary Jane Cory. He was the youngest of three sons born to the couple. It is 
likely the family was poor in those days. His father was a Union soldier during the Civil 
War who had enlisted in the lowa Twenty-Third Volunteer Infantry to make thirteen 
dollars a month to support his family. Unfortunately, William died of disease at 


Patterson, Missouri, five weeks after the birth of his youngest son. He never had a chance 
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to see his last son before he died.! Billy’s mother was left to raise her three kids, and 
eventually married again. However, the husband she had was not a provider and turned to 
alcohol abuse. He eventually left and they divorced which left her again to try and 
support herself and her sons. When Sunday was ten years old, his impoverished mother 
was forced to send him and his next oldest brother to the Soldiers' Orphans Home in 
Glenwood, Iowa. It is noted that while Sunday was an orphan, this time in his life granted 
him things that may not have come to others who were being raised in poverty in that 
day. He was able to receive a solid education, he was taught morals and values and habits 
that would help shape him as a young man; and he also was able to discover that he had 
physical talent to play baseball.’ 

Billy worked for the lieutenant governor John Scott tending to ponies and farm 
chores. He also was able to attend the Nevada High school which was a school with a 
well-known reputation. Although Billy never received a High School diploma, he was 
regarded as being very well educated and better educated than most people with a degree 
in that day.* 

In 1880, Sunday moved to Marshalltown, Iowa, and he began playing sports for 
the local fire brigade. He then played baseball for the local teams and starred in left field 
they went on to win local championships. While playing for the Marshalltown baseball 


team, a Marshalltown native, Adrian Anson, had become the manager of the Chicago 
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White Stockings. This was the best team in the National League of baseball at that time. 


In 1883, he invited Sunday to come to Chicago and try out with the White Stockings. 
Moving to Chicago to play for the popular team was a significant step for Sunday, but 
other events while living in Chicago would have a far greater impact on his life than 
playing baseball did. 

Sunday had his time in Chicago marked by two important developments in his 
life. He had a profound religious experience and his marriage.* Amidst much speculation 
of when and where Sunday was converted to be a born-again Christian, Sunday himself 
states that in 1886 he and a few ballplayers sat on the street corner in Chicago and heard 
music coming from a band of gospel musicians and the preaching coming from a street 
evangelist, Henry Monroe. Sunday said that Monroe invited the audience to attend 
services he was speaking at Pacific Garden Mission, which was a former beer garden 
transformed into one of the Midwest’s earliest urban rescue missions. Sunday decided to 
attend and after visiting several times he then turned his life over Christ. The girl he was 
dating was a Presbyterian and because he was really into her, he decided that he would 
become one as well. He joined her church the Jefferson Park Presbyterian Church, and 
after being there for two years he asked his girlfriend’s father if he could marry her.° 
Sunday married Helen “Nell” Amelia Thompson on September 5, 1888.° 

Sunday during his conversion would experience life changing things that helped 


shape him for future ministry. He was contracted to play baseball with two other 
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professional teams, one in Pittsburgh, and the other in Philadelphia. While trying to stay 


committed to a righteous life, he made the decision that he would not play on Sundays. 
Instead, while in Pittsburgh on Sundays he would go to the local YMCA and give talks to 
the young boys there. The young boys would come to hear about him playing baseball; 
instead, Sunday would talk to them about his conversion experience. 

Another experience he had that aided in his development for ministry was the fact 
that his wife was an educated woman. He felt the urge to also engage in self- 
improvement, mostly to please his wife’s parents. He enrolled to take classes at 
Northwestern College. He could not matriculate as a fully accredited student, but he 
made a deal with the school that if he would coach the college baseball team, in exchange 
he would be permitted to enroll as a special student in Evanston Academy, which was run 
by the university as a prep school.’ Although unable to graduate with a degree, he was 
very appreciative of the class he took on rhetoric with Dean Cumnock of the school of 
oratory. William Mcloughin writes, “Sunday learned the proper enunciation and 
rhetorical flourishes to be used in reciting such epics as “The Charge of the Light 
Brigade,” “Curfew Shall Not Ring Tonight,” and “Spartacus to the Gladiators.’”® 

Sunday began to take Bible classes at the Chicago YMCA, and he was asked by 
the director if he would consider working for them. He was torn about the offer as he felt 
he was called to do Christian work; however, he had just signed a three-year contract 
with the Philadelphia team. His dilemma was that the team was not willing to release 


him, but he had this desire to do God’s work, so he decided to offer to God in prayer by 
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asking God, “If I do not get released by March 25" then I will take this as sign that I am 


supposed to continue playing baseball, but if not then I will accept it as a sign to quit 
playing ball and go into Christian work.”” Sunday received his sign on what he should do 
and on March 17" he was granted his release from the team and his contract. This was his 
sign that he should go into doing Christian work for the YMCA; however, he was 
presented with another problem that would cause him to further wonder if this was the 
right thing to do. It is reported by McLoughin that after his release, the Cincinnati team 
offer him five hundred dollars a month to play for them for the seven-month season. His 
job at the YMCA only paid him eighty-three dollars and thirty-three cents a month. He 
was responsible for supporting his mother who had another child. He was supporting his 
wife; and he also supported his brother. He was faced with the decision to continue 
playing ball to support them, or follow through with his promise to God to quit. His wife 
helped him make up his mind and reminded him of his promise to God, and he quit 
playing ball to work for the YMCA.!° 

Sunday was fully committed to his work at the YMCA as the assistant secretary 
of the religious department. He worked long hours from 8:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. His work 
consisted of distributing tracts in saloons, giving talks on street corners, providing 
speakers for association meetings at Farwell Hall, leading prayer meetings, and helping 
those considered “down and outers” to find salvation and jobs. He would have an even 


stronger and deeper commitment to help men who were being tempted and who had 
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fallen away from the faith. “Due to the depression that happened in 1893, the YMCA 


donations began to be curtailed and this affected Sunday’s salary.”!! 

A blessing came his way during the depression, as well-known revivalist J. 
Wilbur Chapman was conducting revival meetings throughout the country. Sunday was 
recommended to him by a gospel singer and hymn-writer named P. P. Bilhorn who was 
aware of the work Sunday was doing at the Chicago YMCA. Chapman offered Sunday a 
job to be his assistant making forty dollars a week to help him share the gospel all over 
the country. Sunday’s work with Chapman helped Chapman become the most famous 
evangelist of his time. It also caused them to become close friends. He spent two years 
working to go into towns that Chapman was scheduled to preach in advance and ensure 
that everything that was needed for the revival was in place. He learned a lot from 
Chapman in these two years, and Chapman tried to push Sunday to speak several times, 
only to be met with resistance due to his fear of speaking in front of people. 

In 1895, Chapman shocked Sunday by choosing to stop doing revivals and go into 
the ministry of being a pastor in Philadelphia. This caused shock and concern for Sunday 
as he now would not have a salary, nor would he have any prospects for making money, 
except for maybe going back to playing baseball. This concern caused him and his wife 
to pray to God for answers and solutions. God gave Sunday an answer just like God had 
done before. This time it was a shock to him how God was leading him. Sunday received 
a letter from ministers from Garner, Iowa asking him to consider conducting a revival 
campaign for them. Although he knew this was an answer to his prayer, he still 


considered this to be a tough decision because he had never conducted a revival by 


'! McLoughin, Billy Sunday Was His Real Name, 10. 


48 


himself. “He had no gospel singer and no advance man; no preparations had been made; 
he did not even have any sermons written, except his old talk on “Earnestness in 
Christian Life” says, McLoughin.'* Sunday made Chapman aware of the great 
opportunity afforded to him, and that he had not prepared any sermons. Mcloughin says, 
“Chapman encouraged him to use sermons that Chapman had preached. He preached 
seven outlines of Chapman’s sermons.”!? 

This revival was very helpful and beneficial to the development and maturation of 
Sunday as an evangelist as he had the opportunity to cut his teeth at preaching and 
developing his craft. It was stated in the local news that his meetings would be the largest 
the town had ever seen. It was also stated that men would go to these meetings that were 
seldom seen in churches. McLoughin states that the news reported, “The business houses 
close at 7:30 and Mr. Sunday thanks the, for it adds greatly to the meetings and shows a 
kindly spirit and interest. The more important reason was Sunday’s personal charm and 
the earnestness of his preaching. He talks good sound sense and has a way about him that 
people admire.”’'* Some of the press clipping suggested that Sunday learned from 
Chapman how to preach and make the message relevant for those in attendance. They 
also praised him for not copying his mentor to the point of mimicking him as preacher, 
but allowing his own personality and character to be expressed through his sermonic 
presentations. His own personality and originality were not lost in the process. Lyle 


Dorsett in his book entitled, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America states 
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that an Indiana reporter made these comments about Sunday’s sermons, “In his 
unconventional and original way of putting things he is unreportable. He goes straight to 
the point in a most practical way that is all his own, bringing out his points with telling 
illustrations, and clinching them with original sayings that keep you from forgetting.” !> 

During Sunday’s early years or preaching revivals, he sought to do them in towns 
that were poor. While there, he spent time going through the town and speaking with 
people who were struggling financially, those who were living on the outskirts of the city, 
and he would invite them to meetings. His sermons grabbed their attention and ministered 
to them as he was able to speak to their situations and relate the Bible to them. He spent 
time amongst those who were in similar situations as he was growing up, more especially 
farmers. Seeing their plight, and some of their aspirations to leave their situations and 
move towards more lucrative work, it helped him to identify with their pain and actually 
motivated him to continue preaching in those areas offering the hope of the gospel in 
place of the hope of being a big-city amongst the well-to-do people. 

Since Sunday was able to share the perspectives, worldview, and spoke the 
language of those who he preached to in these rural areas, which were people who were 
on American farms, he was able to draw them in a way that an ordinary seminary trained 
minister could not. Sunday was able to add into his sermons country phrases and 
witticisms that attracted the audience’s attention. When this was added to the goodwill, 
he had engendered by mixing with the people and getting to know them, he had them 


ready to listen to the burden of his heart, which was the serious theme of his message. 
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Billy believed that he was called to preach the good news of the gospel, and that good 


news could save sinners lives. He believed that God was using him to reach sinners and 
the way to reach them was to know how to communicate the gospel in a way that they 
could understand it. Although his messages were practical, he did not deviate or delude 
the gospel message, as he was taught by Chapman to be committed to conservative 
theology. Faith in Christ is what he preached, and not church membership. He preached 
that membership in a church does not secure your place in Heaven nor does it make you a 
Christian. 

Dorsett quoted some of Sunday’s statements from sermons he preached regarding 
this topic. Sunday would say things like, “Going to church don’t make anybody a 
Christian, any more than taking a wheelbarrow into a garage makes it an automobile. No 
hypocrite in the church, or out of it, is going to get into heaven.”!® Sunday also said, “If 
you follow some of the star preachers you will be lost in the woods, but if you follow 
Christ, you will be sure to land in heaven.’’'? Sunday used a practical method in his 
preaching that not only helped those listening to stay engaged, but this method would 
also help them to grow spiritually. Sunday gave them practical points of emphasis they 
could apply to their lives that would help them grow. 

In speaking about the benefits of salvation, he did more than just explain to the 
crowd how to get saved, or the process by which they were saved. He spoke to them 
about salvation and the way salvation changed his life on earth in addition to granting 


him eternity with God. He provided three points of how it changed his life. He stated, 


'6 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 70. 


'7 Dorsett, Billy Sunday and the Redemption of Urban America, 72. 


a 


“Salvation has made me a happier man, it has made me a better man, and it has made me 
more useful.”!® Sunday used this method often in order to offer tangible points to aide 
them in his calling of them to get right with God through Christ. He encouraged people 
that having a life with God through Jesus Christ would help them to live a fuller life and 
be more productive in the here and now. He stated, “Surrender to Christ and stop 
drinking up your paycheck, get right with God and spend more time with your wife and 
children. Follow Christ and earn money for your family by doing an honest day’s work. 
Become a Christian and stop using tobacco. Be Christ’s man and do more with your life 
than play cards and dance.”!” 

It is reported in his sermons that Sunday did more than just call sinners to 
repentance and follow Christ into a new life, but that he also called believers to be 
revived. “There were critics of his who accused him of pharisaical legalism because he 
ranted against the immorality of Christians and heathens.””° He was often seen and heard 
speaking of how sad he was that people who called themselves Christians were just as 
materialistic as the world, addicted to alcohol, and debased by sexual immorality as the 
people who never professed faith in Christ. He simply wanted to warn them of the danger 
they faced by continuing in sin. Sunday spoke about how he knew what it was like to be 
in the bondage of sin, and so he spent a lot of time an energy calling unbelievers out of 


their chains to Christ; but he also believed that Christians could choose to be free.7! 
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Sunday was deeply influenced about this by Chapman but also by England’s 


Keswick movement, which was a spiritual renewal program that was started in England 
in the 1870s. It was directed towards Christians who were continually defeated by sin and 
thereby incapable of improving their lives. The “sin-sick” Christians according to 
Keswick teachers were indistinguishable from heathens, were defeated to the point of 
being unable to serve Christ in ministry, in the home, at work, or on the mission field.” 
Sunday believed that the Christian had the free will and choice to be sanctified and 
desired holiness that would help them live a life pleasing to God. 

Sunday was bothered and thought that many churches were losing members 
because the believers were listening to liberal preachers who doubted the truth of the 
Bible. He called them “modernists” those who preached messages that lacked biblical 
substance. He preached and exhorted people to trust the Bible because it tells of hope. He 
would say, “the Bible is, or is not, the Word of God. If God did not inspire men to write 
it, then He has never made a revelation to us. All we know about heaven and salvation is 
in the Bible. Contrary to liberal opinion, God is not discovered; He is revealed.””? This 
stance by Sunday showed, although he was not seminary trained, and although he sought 
to reach people where they were, he would not compromise the integrity of the Bible or 
water down its message in attempts to win people for the faith. Many have stated that 
Sunday was a self-taught theologian, as he read many books and studied others who were 


considered giants in theology and Christianity around the world. His combination of 
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presenting the message of God, with life application is what made his presentations so 
effective in lost souls coming to Christ. 

An attribute in the life of Sunday that many have written about that contributes to 
his success in preaching and as an evangelist was his prayer life. He was noted as being a 
man who prayed often and for everything. “Although he was not known for spending 
long hours praying, nor did he have a special place for prayer, it was known that he 
would be seen visibly praying out loud during the day, that he would be heard praying on 
his way to preach, and that he could be heard praying to God, and having back and forth 
conversations with God. Sunday believed that prayer was needed for him to be effective 
in the task of preaching to tear down the devils work in the world. He felt prayer allowed 
him to experience the presence of God throughout the day.” 

Homer Rodeheaver in his book, Twenty Years with Bill Sunday speaks of his 
prayer life and suggests that if anybody who did not know Sunday would probably think 
it was not authentic and fake. He recalls Sunday prayer life this way, “He had an 
astounding habit of suddenly breaking off his talk with the Lord and beginning a 
conversation with the devil.”*> Rodeheaver believed that his prayers were the secret of his 
power and the invisible source that made his sermons so effective. He would describe a 
story of how Sunday was riding to preach a revival and was heard in the limo praying 
audibly, “Lord, give me the right words to tell them of your love tonight. Send men and 


women who need the message. Give them courage to say Yes to the invitation tonight.’”””° 
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Rodeheaver says that there was a couple who had come to the service that night 
and the couple seemed to be there just out of curiosity. However, Sunday preached a 
sermon asking, “What will you do with Christ?” After preaching the sermon with power 
and using words and language that captivated the attention of those listening, the couple 
who appeared to be there for curiosity only, moved to accept Christ as the Savior that 
night. Again, attributing the effectiveness of Sunday’s ministry to prayer. Sunday in his 
own words would declare, “I never preach a sermon until I soaked it in prayer.”?’ 

Some of the criticisms of his prayers were that he was perceived as praying to 
address crowds instead of to God. He was accused of being sacrilegious, and that his 
prayers were lacking in fundamental reverence. He would use some of the same 
colloquial figures of speech in a prayer like baseball phrases that he used in his sermons. 
Reading through his prayers from various sources, the one constant that can be attributed 
to his prayers was that he would always ask God to help him preach to the audience. He 
would ask God to help those who were in the audience with not only receiving salvation, 
but also with whatever they were dealing with in their daily lives. Prayer was vital to 
Sunday and he preached a sermon entitled, “Teach us to Pray.” 

In this sermon he speaks about how important prayer is for the believer. He 
remarks, “If you are stranger to prayer, you are a stranger to the greatest source of power 


known to human beings. If we cared for our physical life in the same lackadaisical way 


that we care for our spiritual, we would be as weak physically as we are spiritually.”* It 
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was his belief that every man and woman that God had ever used to stop the sin curse of 
the world was a Christian who prayed. It was his desire to make a change in the world 
and to empower others to help do the same; however, this person must be a person who 
was deeply rooted in prayer. 

Sunday was an effective preacher and revivalist also because he was aware of the 
changing times that affected those he felt called to minister. He was aware that the 
changing of times could have positive and negative effects on people. The positive could 
lead to a better world, but the negative could lead to people backsliding into their former 
life of sin. Knowing this he would investigate or have his advance man do investigations 
to see what changes were happening in the towns he was scheduled to preach. After 
discovering this he would be able to properly address some of these issues in his sermons 
to offer people hope from the gospel, in hopes that they would not backslide. It is noted 
that many of those who were converted at his revivals would go onto living a life faithful 
to Christ. However, it is also noted that many had not stayed committed to the faith as 
well. Knowing this data, it drove him to work more closely with local churches to try and 
disciple those who were converted after the meetings were over. His campaign tried to 
encourage those who were being converted to quickly connect with a church in the area 
so they could continue on the path of faith. He would tell them, “Converts cannot expect 
to grow in grace and usefulness outside the organized Church of Christ.”?? This method 
in some cases proved to help with the convert backsliding. 

For many years Sunday and his wife continued to do revivals across the country, 


he primarily went to rural areas and preached the gospel to those who he most identified 
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with, and eventually because of his success and notoriety he began to get offers to preach 
in larger cities. With the invitations to preach in larger cities also came the responsibility 
to do more work. This took its toll on his wife who was his assistant, as she could not 
keep up with the increased workload and tend to her home duties. She left the revival trail 
and went back home; however, this would greatly affect Sunday as he deeply depended 
on her for more than just administrative work; but she was his moral and spiritual 
support. Eventually, she came back to help him, before they both were forced to consider 
retiring. They both began to deal with health issues that would slow down Sunday’s 
schedule for preaching. November 6, 1935, he suffered from chest pain and numbness in 
both of his arms. While resting in the bed with ice on his chest giving to him by a doctor, 
his wife recalls reading him letters from people around the world. While reading one 
letter she recalls he said, “I’m getting dizzy, Ma!” Those were his last words, and in a 
moment, she said he gave a great big, deep sigh, and he was gone.”””° 

William “Billy” Sunday is remembered as one of the most influential preachers in 
Christian history. While so many speak about the fact that he was a professional baseball 
player turned preacher, or that he was raised in an orphanage, or that he was privileged to 
preach to thousands of people, I highlight the fact that his unique preaching style is what 
set him apart from others. His concern for his audience went beyond just their conversion 
to the Christian faith. It went further than trying to get them into heaven, but his concern 
was about their well-being on earth as well. His preaching was geared to meet them 
where they were and he used real-life illustrations to make the Bible relevant to the 


awaiting congregation. Farming, baseball, and economic hardships were things that 
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Sunday experienced in his life, and were also things that were common in his time that 
others experienced as well. He was able to use these tangible experiences to make the 
Bible live for attendees. His language was relatable. Although some called it slang, and 
said it was unholy or unorthodox, it was effective in terms of reaching an audience and 
keeping them engaged in the sermonic presentation, that eventually led to their 
conversion. 

Sunday’s commitment to preaching to the non-Christian and the Christian 
revealed the prophetic call on his life. It also showed that he believed the gospel was not 
just designed or created to save souls, but also offered sanctification for the believer. His 


revivals and sermons proved to reach and touch all those who attended. 


Conclusion 

Billy Sunday’s life and ministry demonstrates a style of preaching that reached 
people who were disengaged from church and God. Sunday could have followed the path 
of many preachers before him and mimicked their style of preaching; yet he allowed God 
to use his unique life experiences, personality, and character to present the gospel to the 
lost. Traditional reveals that some preachers style of presenting the gospel was to 
proclaim all they had studied and learned about a particular text they chose. The sermon 
would be more of a theological lesson, than a presentation designed to reach the lost, and 
strengthen the believer. In my context, the preaching we heard had a heavy emphasis on 
theology, and light emphasis on life application. 

The project I seek to test is a preaching model that resembles the style of 


preaching by Billy Sunday. The model is one that places an emphasis on presenting the 
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original meaning in a scripture and then making that text live for the congregants. The 
model will hopefully force the preacher to do his due diligence in preparation in terms of 
finding the exegesis to text, which means carefully pulling out the original meaning of 
the text. The preacher will be tasked in knowing his audience and allowing the Holy 
Spirit to make the connections between the text and the real-life issues and concerns of 
the audience. 

In order for the model to be effective, the preacher must first be committed to 
diligent exegetical work. Billy Sunday was not seminary trained; however, he was well- 
versed in the Bible from reading books, and from studying the work of people who were 
considered theologians in that day. He was viewed as being a conservative Christian in 
his views, and in his sermons, he stressed those views from the Bible. Likewise, today, 
the preacher trying this model of preaching will have to interrogate the text chosen to be 
able to offer their proposition through the sermon on what they think God is saying to the 
preacher first and then to the audience from the text. The preacher must first find what it 
means in its original context and then they can share what it means in modern day times. 

Also, the preacher like Sunday must have compassion on people who come from 
the same background or struggle as they do. Sunday felt the need to preach the message 
of hope to those who were like him, they were in situations that gave the appearance that 
there was no hope. It was his compassion that led him to craft sermons that would speak 
to their specific circumstances. In order for him to speak to those specifics, it was 
important for him to be aware of their needs. We see him take initiative by arriving in 
cities and towns and spending time with the people and allowing them to share their need. 


Preachers must spend time in the context where they have been called or where God 
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leads them. This time spent must be intentional and deliberate as they seek to discover the 
plight of those in that context. We believe that we have the answer to all of life’s 
questions and problems, and the answer is found in a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
God’s word reveals those answers, and the proclaimer is tasked with showing people how 
and where the answers intersect. 

The model will work also if the preacher is unashamed to reveal his or her God- 
given personality and character. Sunday used baseball and farming to illustrate the 
message of the gospel to his audience. The places that he initially was able to preach 
were rural places where farming was the predominant industry, and baseball was the most 
popular sport in America at the time. Farming and baseball helped make Sunday who he 
was and was a part of what helped him develop as a human being. Knowing this, and 
mastering these two things in his life, gave him an avenue to use in order to make the 
gospel live for those attending the revivals. Baseball examples and farming techniques 
resonated with the people and helped them understand God’s word better. This is a must 
for the preacher to recognize the things in their life that has helped shaped their 
personality and character, and then be willing to allow God to use those specific things to 
make the Bible relevant. William Sunday’s work as an evangelist is the historical 
foundation used to support this project and his style of presenting the gospel is a 
reference to be used to ensure this model of preaching helps to get those in the audience 


engaged in the sermon, and hopefully leads to their spiritual growth and maturity. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 


Communicating with humanity has been something God has been doing since 
God created humanity. Those modes of communication got scrambled as a result of the 
fall of humanity in the Garden of Eden. Sin appeared to alter the communication between 
God and humanity so much so that the voice of God disappeared to humanity. God had to 
begin to find ways to communicate to the world to ensure they followed God’s 
commands. God chose certain people to speak through, in order to get God’s message to 
God’s people. In this chapter, I seek to study Biblical Theology to show how God made 
God’s message clear to people who could not clearly articulate what God was saying to 
them for various reasons. I also, plan to show how God used different theologies such as 
Liberation Theology to reach a particular race of people to ensure they could interpret 
God’s word through the lenses of their context. 

Biblical Theology is a discipline within Christian Theology which studies the 
Bible from the perspective of understanding the progressive history of God revealing 
God's self to humanity following the fall and throughout the Old Testament and New 
Testament. Biblical Theology seeks to understand a certain passage in the Bible 
considering all the biblical history leading up to it. It asks questions of the text such as: 
How much does this person or group know about the attributes of God? To what extent 


are God's plans revealed, such as future plans of sending Jesus as the Messiah? How has 
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Israel responded to God's interactions with them up to this point? Biblical Theology seeks 
to put individual texts in their historical context since what came before them is the 
foundation on which they are laid and what comes after is what they anticipate. Biblical 
Theology is sometimes called the "history of special revelation" since it deals with the 
unfolding and expanding nature of revelation as history progresses through the Bible. 
Systematic Theology seeks to give a comprehensive statement of belief, describing all the 
major points of belief in their contemporary significance. Historical Theology is a study 
of the doctrinal teachings in various ages, usually tracing the development from ancient 
times to the present, bringing out the distinctive and changing emphases from age to age. 
This disciplined is closely related to church history, but it is narrowly focused historically 
on theology or doctrine. Philosophical Theology is a statement of Christian belief which 
seeks to take the basic elements of the teachings of the Bible and translate them into 
philosophical concepts. It may also seek to use the creative powers of human reason to 
create a system of belief. 

Since God was working throughout history to make known who God is to 
humanity by means of the Bible, it becomes the job of those who are God’s 
representatives to continue this task so that the whole world knows God. I chose Biblical 
Theology for this project because the preacher is and believers are tasked with first, 
knowing God for themselves, having a clear and precise theology of God deriving from 
the scriptures, and making all that one has learned and sharing it with those they preach 
to. 

We will examine one past theology that is used to demonstrate how God revealed 


God’s self in the Bible called Covenant Theology; and how this covenant theology 
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revealed God’s desire to make God’s self-known to humanity. The ultimate goal in this 
project is to explore a way in preaching that will make God known to those who hear it so 
that they can have a relationship with the Creator and strengthen their faith walk with 
God. 

The other theology we will examine is a more modern-day theology that was 
created to show how God made God’s self-known to a particular race. That theology is 
called Black Theology and its creator and catalyst was famed author, James Cone. For a 
people who had been stripped of everything, to include their homes, land, names, 
identities, traditions and heritage, it was important for that people to be able to identify 
with something or somebody. God created the African race like every other race; 
however, they must have felt abandoned by God because of their plight and because of 
the insistence of their white slave owners that God only loves white people. Not only did 
their arrival on the eastern shores cause them to feel abandoned by God, but left them to 
fill as if there was no roadmap to regain any resemblance of their identity as a people and 
a people of God. After being trapped in this dilemma over 400 years, black people still 
had not discovered who they were and had no real certainty of God. Was God the white 
God the slave masters’ preachers were teaching them? Or was God one who really cared 
about the unfortunate situation these people were in? Having all these questions to 
consider and the rising affect no answers were causing the race, God sent a servant to 
help black people be able to interpret God’s word through the lens of their own struggles 
and context. He taught them how to identify that God loved them, wanted to use them, 
and nothing they had been through separated God from them. In fact, God used it to bring 


the race closer to God. In the spirit of what Cone did, is what we seek to do every time 


63 


we mount the pulpit, which is make God visible to the hearer through the lens of their 
own culture and context. We will use the writings of Cone and his views on Black 
Theology to inform our approach to preaching and help us achieve the goal being 
relevant in our messages. 

The Bible shows us how since Creation God was revealing God’s self to 
humanity to repair the broken relationship and fellowship God shared with humanity that 
was affected by sin. To ensure that what was broken would not be an issue ever again, 
God created a contractual obligation with the humanity that raise the stakes on offering a 
penalty to whoever broke the agreement. The agreement being that God would cover 
God’s people and provide loyal love towards them; and God’s people would love God 
and enjoy God’s presence forever. This model we see in the Bible is called Covenant 
Theology and this theology reveals to us God’s attempt to show us who God is and reveal 
God’s character and love for God’s creation. 

When God enters into a covenantal relationship with humanity, he sovereignly 
institutes a life-and-death bond. A covenant is a bond in blood, or a bond of life and 
death, sovereignly administered.' A covenant is that which binds people together. It is 
always a person, either God or man, who makes a covenant. The result of a covenant 
commitment is the establishment of a relationship in connection with, “with” or 
“between” people. Just as bride and groom interchange rings as “token and pledge” of 
their “constant faith and abiding love,” so the signs of the covenant symbolize the 
permanence of the bond between God and his people. “The phrase “bond in blood” or 


bond of life and death expresses the ultimacy of the commitment between God and 
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humanity in the covenantal context.”” The implications of God’s bonds with man extend 
to the ultimate issues of life and death. This phrase “to make a covenant” in the Old 
Testament literally reads “to cut a covenant.” 

As the covenant is made, animals are “cut” in ritual ceremony. The animal- 
division symbolizes a “pledge to the death” at the point of covenant commitment.’ The 
dismembered animals represent the curse that the covenant-maker calls down on himself 
if he should violate the commitment which he has made. Only in the event of covenant 
violation does death of the covenant-maker occur. In other words, God is the one who 
would initiate the covenant, and therefore obligating God’s self to keep the covenant 
because if God did not keep the covenant, then God deserved to die. We know that God 
is not One who would break God’s words of commitment and God cannot die, so then 
God’s end of the deal was secure and sure. God made covenants with the characters we 
learn about in the bible starting with Adam. God made other covenants with Noah, 
Abraham, Moses and David. With each of these covenants, God promised to keep God’s 
end of the deal and bless them for doing their part. The reward they received is a closer 
walk with God and unbroken fellowship with their Creator. God then created a New 
Covenant with humanity found in Jeremiah 31:31-34. This covenant would be different 
than the others because this time God made the agreement with the entire human race and 
not just specific persons. Also, in the previous covenants, God used animal blood to 
secure the deal with the person; however, this time there was a need for human blood to 


secure the deal because this deal would deal last for eternity. The blood of Jesus was the 
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blood that was shed to secure the covenant agreement. The issue arises on the other side 
of the deal where humanity had to keep their end of the deal. However, because of sin we 
have repeatedly failed to do our part. 

Since God knew that humanity was prone to sin, and likely to break the 
covenantal agreement, God provided the necessary remedies to make sure we stayed in 
relationship with God. Our blood is required of us since we broke the covenant 
agreement. Jesus shed his blood to secure the deal, but now our blood was required to 
fulfill the penalty of the broken deal. God created an alternative way for the penalty to be 
paid. O. Palmer Robertson states, “A substitutionary sacrifice Christ died as a substitute 
for the covenant-breaker.”* This sacrifice by Christ would solidify forever the covenantal 
agreement that restores God back to humanity. This bond seals forever God’s initial plan 
for creation to enjoy its Creator. These specific covenants were ways God revealed God 
self to humanity through God’s chosen vessels. God’s ways and plans were manifested 
through these people and these covenants. 

The particular theology is key to this project because the method and mode by 
which God uses to reveal God’s self to each of those involved in the covenant agreement 
was unique to that person’s life and situation. God dealt with them where they were in 
order to make known to them God’s character and qualities. In the preaching model that 
we used for this project, the goal is to reveal the word of God, the character of God, the 
requirements of God in such a way that it draws one to want to engage in an eternal walk 
with God. The end goal of preaching is not to just shout, dance, and scream, but the end 


goal is to encourage a change in behavior, and a change in direction one is taking that 
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leads them back to a relationship with God. In order for this to happen the preaching 


moment, the preacher must connect the riches of the scriptures to the secret places of 
one’s life, in hopes that the Holy Spirit will make a connection that causes a change. 

As we move to a modern-day theology, we see specifically how God made God’s 
self-known to a particular race that had every right to feel as if God had abandoned them. 
God also used modern day people such as James Cone to accomplish this goal. Author 
James Cone in his book entitled, A Black Theology of Liberation seeks to uncover the 
wrongheadedness of the white way of doing theology and then attempt to set Christian 
Theology on the right path of liberation. He first starts off by defining what is Christian 
Theology. He states, “Christian theology is a theology of liberation. It is a rational study 
of the being of God in the world in light of the existential situation of an oppressed 
community, relating the forces of liberation to the essence of the gospel, which is Jesus 
Christ.’ In other words, he believes that theology is the way God reveals Himself to 
humanity throughout history with the sole purpose of acting on behalf of those who are 
living in an oppressed community. Cone insists that the gospel of Jesus Christ has a 
consistent message that parallels with the message of liberation; and that Christian 
theology is non-existent if it does not identify with those who are humiliated and abused. 
Cone argues that the gospel message and theology are birthed out of the community of 
the oppressed and its message was designed to liberate those who are within this 
community. Throughout scripture it is evident that God has always sided or came to the 


aide of those who were oppressed. God has always been moved with compassion for 
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those who have been victims of sinful decisions made by humanity to enslave or make 
innocent people suffer. 

Cone declares, “The definition of theology as the discipline that seeks to analyze 
the nature of the Christian faith in the light of the oppressed arises chiefly from biblical 
tradition itself.” He goes on to say that it is evident that God chooses his elect people 
Israel and this election is inseparable from the exodus event. The Bible says, ““You have 
seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to 
myself. Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 
own possession among all people” (Ex. 19:4—5a). The call of God’s people seems to be 
related to their oppression according to this text. By delivering the Israelites from 
bondage and initiating a covenant to be their God is where God reveals himself as the 
God of the oppressed. God is agreeing to be involved in their history and to liberate them 
from human bondage. 

Cone further states how the rise of the Old Testament prophet was because of 
God’s concerns about the oppression that was taking place within the Israelites 
community. There was a rise in injustice within their community amongst each other. 
God sends prophets to share God’s displeasure in how the people were being unfairly 
treated and how their actions were in violations of God’s laws and righteousness. In 
essence, the prophets were social justice prophets, reminding the people that God is the 
author of justice. Cone makes a valid point when he says, “It is important to note in this 
connection that the righteousness of God is not an abstract quality in the being of God, as 


with Greek philosophy. It is rather God’s active involvement in history, making right 
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what human beings have made wrong.””’ This comment implies that God’s activity in 
humanity was designed to insert God’s values and righteous structures where human sin 
had caused chaos and injustice. God in the Old Testament had a concern for the lack of 
social, economic, and political justice for those who were poor and unwanted in society 
says Cone; and God would not tolerate injustice to the poor. Therefore, God vindicated 
the poor. This was further evidence that God is the God of liberation for the oppressed. 
In the New Testament Cone argues that Jesus Christ came to earth to reaffirm 
God’s commitment to liberate God’s people. Jesus was born in an oppressed state, to an 
oppressed people, and his primary mission was to free the people from their oppression. 
Now Cone suggests that Jesus’ work was not specifically directed towards a spiritual 
liberation, because this would not be in line with his Hebrew view of human nature. Jesus 
mentions in Mark chapter one, “The Kingdom of God is at hand.” This reference to the 
Kingdom was Jesus speaking of himself as the personification of God to reign and to rule 
on earth. Jesus’ ministry in the New Testament was to preach to the people that the God 
of their forefathers had sent him to the earth to liberate them from the oppressive state. 
This was also an expectation of the Jews as they awaited the Messiah to come. One who 
would come and free them from the oppression of the Romans who ruled over them. 
Jesus’ arrival appeared to set people free and no longer give their oppressors control over 
their economic, political, and social institutions. Thus, allowing people to be liberated 
and free to rebel against the powers that threaten human life. The people would be free 
from a higher power other than God having total reign over every aspect of their lives. 


Jesus said in Luke 4:18,19, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed 
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me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim 
the acceptable year of the Lord.” This scripture points to several things that further 
Cone’s assessment of Christ being a liberator. First, Jesus acknowledges that the 
community is in an oppressed state and needs liberation. Two, Jesus’ purpose for coming 
is to free that community from the oppression it is experiencing. Finally, Jesus not only 
frees them from oppression but he also frees them so that they are able to join in the fight 
to liberate and free and humanity. 

Cone develops a concept that he considers is the task of theology in light of the 
biblical basis just shared, he says, “The task of theology, then, is to explicate the meaning 
of God’s liberating activity so that those who labor under enslaving powers will see that 
the forces of liberation are the very activity of God.’” In that, he claims that Christian 
Theology should never be just a rational study of the being of God, rather a study of 
God’s liberating activity in the world, God’s activity in behalf of the oppressed. This 
raises another point, if the activity of God throughout Israel’s history and in the New 
Testament is God being revealed as the One who identifies with an oppressed community 
and liberates them, then the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is that God’s liberating 
work was not only for the Israelites but also for all humanity. Dwight Hopkins in his 
book entitled, Being Human says, “A black theology of liberation is a specific God-talk 
and God-walk.”” This suggests that there was a need for liberation even in biblical times 


from sin and empirical dominance, that God was working to bring about through Jesus 
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Christ so that all humanity would be free. The resurrection of Jesus Christ has a message 
that conveys hope in God for all those who are enslaved by the powers that be in the 
world. This hope focuses on the future in order to make people refuse to tolerate the 
present-day inequities in our culture and world. Seeing the resurrection as only a means 
to provide hope for the believer in heaven and not on earth is a failure to see what the 
resurrection was intended to do. Heaven is not the escape of the injustice on earth; 
however, the resurrection guarantees hope for the after-life as well as the deliverance 
from oppression on earth. Cone states, “The task of Christian theology, then, is to analyze 
the meaning of hope in God in such a way that the oppressed community of a given 
society will risk all for earthly freedom, a freedom made possible in the resurrection of 
Jesus. The language of theology challenges societal structures because it is inseparable 
from the suffering community.”!° In other words, theology can never take sides on issues 
relating to oppression as some would like to think. God never takes sides with the 
oppressor, but God is always on the side of the oppressed. Throughout history, those who 
for the most part have engaged and been the leaders of oppressing those considered 
beneath them have taught theology. To the extent, they have taught their victims that God 
condoned their oppression and that it was God’s will to accept their fate. The only relief 
the oppressed had hoped for was when they were removed from their oppressed state and 
joined with God in heaven. The hope of the resurrection was taught in a way to convince 
the victims that it did not offer them hope for today but hope for tomorrow in the after- 
life. Cone disagrees with this theory and points out the falsities in it by shedding light on 


God’s normative behavior in scripture, which was to assist the oppressed in their 
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liberation. You cannot have a theology that excludes God from working to end the 
bondage of victims who are suffering from the injustice done to them. 

This leads to his message about how liberation of the black race introduces his 
idea of Black Theology. Cone says, “that white American theology thought has been 
“Patriotic” either by defining the theological task independently of black suffering or by 
defining Christianity as compatible with white racism.”'! Basically, American Theology 
is the justification for religious leaders to oppress other ethnic groups mainly blacks. This 
is where Black Theology is born because of the failure of white religionist to relate the 
gospel of Jesus to the pain of being black in a white racist society. Black theology raises 
the need for blacks to find liberation from the white oppressors. Black Theology becomes 
the theology that is birthed out of the identification with the oppression of blacks in 
America, who are seeking to interpret the gospel of Jesus against the backdrop of their 
conditions. Cone says, “The task of black theology, then, is to analyze the nature of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ in the light of oppressed blacks so they will see the gospel as 
inseparable from their humiliated condition, and as bestowing on them the necessary 
power to break the chains of oppression.”!? Cone goes on to say that there are two 
reasons why Black Theology is Christian Theology. First he says, “There can be no 
theology of the gospel which does not arise from an oppressed community.”!? Cone 
further argues that God is revealed through Jesus as a God whose righteousness is 


inseparable from those who are weak and helpless and in need of a strong God to deliver 
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them. The goal of Black Theology is to interpret God’s activity as it relates to the 


oppressed black community. Secondly, Cone says, “Black theology is Christian theology 
because it centers on Jesus Christ.”'* Theology must have Jesus Christ as its departing 
point for it to be a Christian Theology. White Theology has attempted to make Jesus an 
abstract idea, one that cannot be embodied and only obtained by white religionists 
themselves. This would prevent people from seeing Jesus’ mission in its entirety and thus 
excluding Jesus’ attempt to liberate those who are dealing with oppression. However, 
Black Theology believes that the black community is precisely where Jesus Christ is at 
work. Cone says: 
The Jesus-event in twentieth-century America is a black-event—that is, an event 
of liberation taking place in the black community in which blacks recognize that it 
is incumbent upon them to throw off the chains of white oppression by whatever 
means they regard as suitable. This is what God’s revelation means to black and 
white America, and why black theology is an indispensable theology for our 
time.!> 
Hopkins says, “What makes a black theology of liberation “black” is the fact that people 
of African descent in North America are made in the image of God. God grants the gifts 
liberation and blackness together as sacred indications of divine love for struggling 
people seemingly ensnared in cultural, psychological, and political quicksand.”!° 
The question that has been raised in many discussions surrounding Cone’s idea of 
Black Theology is why do you term this concept as “Black Theology?” Most black and 


white churches and preachers have taught that God is not a God of color, nor is God One 


to side with one race over another. God in essence is color-blind, and so why would there 
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only be a theology for blacks? This question led to many questioning the motives of Cone 
and unfortunately labeling him as just another radical revolutionary who uses God and 
theology to cause racial division. Cone’s response to these questions is outlined in his 
book For My People: Black Theology and the Black Church as he says, “These questions 
reveal a basic misunderstanding of black theology, and also a superficial view of the 
world at large.”!’ He gives three points to support his theory that answers the questions 
being raised about Black Theology. First, he says: 
In a revolutionary situation there can never be nonpartisan theology. Theology is 
always identified with a particular community. It is either identified with those 
who inflict oppression or with those who are its victims. A theology of the latter is 
authentic Christian theology, and a theology of the former is a theology of the 
Antichrist.'% 
Cone suggests that Black Theology is Christian Theology because it arises out of the 
struggle of blacks to find liberation from being oppressed, which finds its interpretation 
and identification in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Whereas White Theology comes from the 
identification with the white community, thereby placing God’s approval on white 
oppression of black existence. 
Secondly, Cone says, “In a racist society, God is never color-blind. To say God is color- 
blind is analogous to saying that God is blind to justice and injustice, to right and wrong, 
to good and evil.”!? He furthers his point to look at the history of God’s activity in the 


Bible to show how God actually does take sides. God chose to side with Israel over their 


enemies who were trying to oppress them and overtake them. God sided with those who 
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were being oppressed within the community of Israel by those who were looking for gain 
in political and social realms. He claims that Jesus in the New Testament was not for all, 
and took sides with those who were poor and unwanted by society. Most of the time 
Jesus spent on earth was amongst those who were oppressed and poor; and Jesus sought 
to deliver them from those who were doing the oppressing. God was involved in human 
affairs and still is involved and did not take a neutral stance on the affairs but always 
sided with those who are oppressed. Therefore, Cone argues that the God of the 
oppressed takes sides with the black community. 

Thirdly, he says, “There are, to be sure, many who suffer, and not all of them are 
black. Black theology merely tries to discern the activity of the Holy One in achieving the 
purpose of the liberation of humankind from the forces of oppression.””° He 
acknowledges that there are whites who suffer injustice and who are poor; however, the 
ratio is five times greater amongst blacks than whites when the total population is taken 
into consideration. He does not wage a fight with white liberals on this issue but seeks to 
further his point on how Black Theology focuses on its own struggle and does not have 
room to fight for another group’s oppression. Cone singularly focuses on the black 
theologian and his job and responsibility to his people to stress how God is on the black 
communities side delivering them from white oppression. He admits this is a “risk of 
faith” but one that must be undertaken in developing a black theology. There can be no 
indifference he says in this thought because either God is for blacks in their fight for 
liberation from white oppressors, or God is not. God cannot be both for blacks and for 


white oppressors at the same time. 
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Cone further discusses how in theology there is a symbolic nature to the speech of 
theology. He notes that it is obvious that blacks are not the only race suffering from 
oppression but the theory behind Black Theology can be applied to any race trying to 
escape from the oppression of white people. He uses the word “Blackness” to describe 
how it stands as a symbolic term for all victims of oppression who realize that the 
survival of their humanity is bound up with liberation from whiteness. Blackness he 
suggests is a symbol of the dimensions of divine activity in America, whereas whiteness 
is seen as the symbol of the Antichrist in America as whiteness is being made to be the 
dominating power throughout the world. He says: 

Whiteness characterizes the activity of deranged individuals intrigued by their 

own image of themselves, and thus unable to see that they are what is wrong with 

the world. Black theology seeks to analyze the satanic nature of whiteness and by 

doing so to prepare all nonwhites for revolutionary action.”! 
The very thought of whiteness being compared to evil and blackness to good is 
something that he feels threatens the reign of white supremacy and the theology that 
teaches the opposite; whiteness is good and blackness is evil. Those who have come 
against Black Theology are predominately white because of their inability to see things 
through a black lens of life. Oppressors are not genuinely concerned about any oppressed 
group. So, they rebuke anything that liberates those oppressed as their liberation will set 
them free from what they have been taught as well as cause them to rebel against their 
oppressors, and finally give the appearance of a war ready to be waged against those who 
formerly held them in bondage. The goal of the African-American preacher, or black 


theologian was to continue to spread the gospel and share this message if liberation to the 


oppressed people regardless of the oppressor’s resistance and rebuttal. Cone and other 
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preachers were considered what Andre E. Johnson calls, “Representative Prophet, where 
the prophet represents a particular group of people. They become the spokesperson for a 
group who does not have anyone to speak up for them.”? It took courage for Cone to 
stand up and proclaim that what has been known as a white gospel, to now preach that 
there is a Black Theology. It was courageous for Cone to make a bold proclamation that 
God has made black people in God’s own image. They had to stand boldly and proclaim 
this not just to reveal the false messages proclaimed for centuries by white preachers and 
theologians, but it was vital to preach this Black Theology to black people because they 
needed to know that their black skin, personalities, and character were things given to 
them by their Creator. Seeing God through their lens as One who loved them and not One 
who punished them or doomed them to eternal hell and slavery, was a way to open the 
door to embrace God, and not turn away in anger. 

Kenyatta Gilbert in her book A Pursued Justice talks about how important Black 
Theology was in the Civil Rights era, and how black theology led to different aspects of 
the gospel that addressed specific things in the black church and culture. One was the 
“social gospel movement” which in her words she says, “It formed a theological basis for 
a new and more vigorous social gospel which took account of black life in America.” 
The social gospel was a way preachers used the gospel to address social issues in their 
communities. It was and is believed that the gospel has the answers to all life’s problems 
and issues and therefore we turn to God’s word and the life and ministry of Jesus Christ 


for answers. This style of preaching helped connect the Bible with people, especially 
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black people who did not have wealth, education, or social status. This style of preaching 
showed that God could still prosper them and meet their needs in a white man’s society. 

Many preachers to include James Cone and others may not have considered 
themselves as prophets or may not have believed in prophecy; however, it is visibly clear 
to us today that God was using them to make God’s self-known to a group of people who 
had been told that God only loved one race and hated the other. They were committed to 
what they believed and what the Holy Spirit had shown from the Bible that reveals God’s 
love for black people. Gilbert, in talking about a prophet says, “Interpreting the gospel 
with regard to what justice demands is to remain attentive to the law of love, the pursuit 
of human dignity and freedom, and the active resistance to moral evil.”?4 

Biblical and Black Theology serve as great foundations for this project because 
they show us how hard God worked to make God’s self-known to humanity from the 
time sin caused a separation. If God worked this hard to include the sacrificial offering of 
God’s son to repair the damaged relationship, then it becomes vitally important for the 
modern-day preacher to work extremely hard to introduce God to people who do not 
know God. The methods God used to reveal God’s self was personal and unique for each 
person God has ever encountered. The parameters of the covenant agreements between 
Adam and Moses were different and specific to each of their life’s situations. The way 
God made known to black people God’s existence and God’s character is completely 
different than any other race in the world. This in particular because their experience was 
unlike any other race in the world. God knowing what they had dealt with, been through, 


suffered from, and lost, God knew how to use a few people to show black people that 
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God was big enough of a God that God could not be miniaturized into a white theology, 


but God could also be viewed through a Black Theology. 

Effective preaching that engages the hearer and challenges them to grow 
spiritually is one that takes into consideration the context and culture of those who you 
are preaching too, it considers what may be their plight, it shapes the gospel so that it is 
preached through their lens so they may see God working in their lives and not just hear 


about how God worked in the life of somebody else or another race. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


INTERDISCIPLINARY 


The interdisciplinary theory that I would like to use for this project, is the 
rhetorical theory. As we expand our conversation about how the gospel is communicated 
having an effect on those who are the hearers, exploring this theory can be of assistance 
in accomplishing the goal of clear and effective communication. Communication is vital 
to all relationships, communities, and human interaction. It is also vital to our relationship 
with God, and the failure to do so robs one of the chances to enjoy harmonious 
relationship with the Creator. God’s communication with us is vital, as communication 
can never be seen as a one-way street. With God as with others, we must be able to 
effectively communicate with each other to understand one another, help one another, 
and have a clear understanding of what the other person is saying. For thousands of years, 
the church and its preacher or teacher has been responsible for being the one who would 
communicate on God’s behalf to those who attended worship or study sessions. The 
preacher or teacher would serve as the “Mouthpiece” for God to speak what “thus saith 
the Lord.” Parishioners depend on the preacher or teacher to accurately share the gospel 
or the Word of God with them that would help them along life’s path. In the process of 
communicating, one must also be engaged in a rhetorical style in order to convince the 


hearer that what they are preaching and teaching is worth accepting. 
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The rhetorical theory is one that has had some resistance throughout history; 
however, further research into the theory reveals how this theory can be a great help to 
those who proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ. The resistance has come from people in 
society who believe that nobody should be pressured into believing in what another 
person believes. Hence, there have been attempts to prevent schools and scholars from 
teaching the rhetorical theory. I chose this theory because every time a preacher stands to 
share the message, they are tasked with the responsibility of presenting God’s word in a 
way that compels one to believe it, and to change one’s behavior. There are methods and 
models found in rhetorical theory that can enhance the preaching model being explored in 
this project. We will examine how implementing rhetorical theory in the sermonic 
presentation can help make the message live in the life of the hearer. 

We ask the question, what is rhetorical theory? Although the definitions are many, 
the one that resonates with me and brings clarity to this project is the one given by Ira J. 
Allen in their book entitled, The Ethical Fantasy of Rhetorical Theory where she states, 
“Rhetorical theory develops and redevelops ideas of truth and freedom in an effort to 
persuade and affect the human experience. Rhetorical theory asks the question, what are 
we to make of that fact?! In other words, when one engages in rhetorical theory you are 
seeking to provide truth in such a way that the one who hears it embraces it as their truth 
and aligns their life experience with it. When a conversation is had, or a sermon is 
preached, or a lesson is taught, the presenter should leave the hearer asking what are next 


steps in applying this truth? The presenter has clearly convinced those listening that what 
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they have offered is truth and there is a need for this truth to be used and or applied 


somewhere in their life. 

This serves as a goal of the preaching model that has been used in this project, as 
the end of every sermon should cause for some sort of behavioral change in the life of 
those who have heard it. The preacher is tasked with the responsibility of communicating 
the truth of the gospel, and the gospel then has power to apply its truth to every aspect of 
one’s life. Rhetorical theory is a needed tool in the preaching of the gospel in the twenty 
first century, if applied it can help weed out a gospel that is being preached that is lacking 
in truth. You cannot have a true gospel message that transforms lives and it be absent of 
truth. Many preachers today in an effort to try and persuade believers to adhere to their 
message, have replaced truth for lies in order to gain their commitment. In doing so, they 
have watered down the truth of the gospel by speaking the truth of the cultural, by 
speaking words that appease the multitude (even if it is contrary to God’s word), and by 
reshaping the image of Christian to fit a narrative that condones sinful behavior. 
Although those who take part in this kind of preaching are compelling the masses to 
come to their churches or gatherings, their message that is void of God’s truth does not 
satisfy the human need for change. Oftentimes, people come to hear what satisfies their 
itching ears, but leave still lacking real answers to their life questions. As a result, many 
are dying spiritually, not growing in their faith, failing to please God with their service 
and witness, and sadly disconnected from the truth that can set them free. The 
implementation of rhetorical theory into a sermon forces the preacher to stand on the 
foundation of truth. Truth that will provide answers, challenge and stretch faith, that will 


illuminate pathways towards God’s will for one’s life, and truth that will be the belt of 
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our armor that holds all things together in our lives. The preacher must see the need to 
stand on truth if they are to compel others to come to Christ, and the challenge of 
ensuring the sermon stand on truth starts in the study of the text. 

The preaching model is effective in communicating truth when the preacher has 
carefully examined the scripture they desire to expound on and pull out the original 
meaning of the text. The truth the preacher should seek to communicate is what God 
originally said. The exegesis of the text is what serves as the truth of the text and the truth 
that one must convey to the listening audience. God’s truth is what causes those who hear 
to feel conviction in their hearts, and the Holy Spirit then begins to answer the question 
that Allen asks in her book about rhetorical theory which is, “what do I do with this 
truth?’”? The Holy Spirit connects God’s truth to the places in one’s life where there is a 
need for healing and growth. If the goal again is the hearer to leave the sermonic with 
changed behavior, then we must present the persuasive truth of Gods word. 

Allen speaks also of another foundation of rhetorical theory which is, rhetorical 
theory seeks to make the message being offered have a presence in the one who hears it. 
Quoting another unnamed writer, she writes, “One of the preoccupations of a speaker is 
to make present, by verbal magic alone, what is actually absent but what he considers 
important to his argument or, by making them more present, to enhance the value of 
some of the elements of which one has actually been made conscious.” A preacher has 
the awesome task of trying to keep each person listening to them preach engaged in the 


sermon if it is to have an effect on everybody. Using the foundation of rhetorical theory is 
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a way to accomplish this goal. After one has found and delivered the truth of God’s word, 
then you must find a way to make that truth have “presence” in their lives. They must 
find creative ways for the truth to be transported from the first century to the twenty first 
century. The preacher has to work to make beliefs, customs, and values from another race 
and era, live now for their modern-day listeners. Many people do not feel the need or 
urge to listen to biblical preaching and teaching mostly because they cannot see how the 
story of the scriptures are relevant in their lives. Also, when the preacher seems to focus 
more on trying to expound on just the exegesis and does not make it relevant, this also 
causes one to be disinterested in the message. One technique used in the sermonic 
presentations of this project to engage those listening was to ask relevant questions. 
Questions that allowed the listener to see how what was being shared as truth from the 
Bible was actually relevant to their life. It was the chore of mine to make connections 
from the text to their lives, and asking questions that force the listener to imagine 
themselves in the story or text was helpful in keeping them engaged and seeing how the 
text was applicable to them. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke of the attentiveness to being present and the ability to 
be committed to communicative relevance, Bonhoeffer states, “It begins with a public 
confession; the concrete moment, the historical situation, shapes understanding and 
implementation of a living story of the faith that is attentive to the call of responsible 
service.”* The public confession speaks to the one proclaiming’s message to the people of 
the truth that they have gained from the Scriptures. Every preacher’s responsibility is to 


stand before their audience and share what their public confession is from the Bible. By 
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no means should this confession be something that they have conjured up themselves 
from their own imagination; however, it should what the Holy Spirit has put on their 
heart from their time of study and reflection of the biblical text. 

Bonhoeffer states, “The religious communicator has a moral obligation to address 
the concrete moment. And that focusing on one’s own wishes and one’s own historical 
formation invites narcissism, missing concrete application of the faith story responsive to 
the demands of today.’ In other words, the concrete moment is the time in the 
presentation where the Bible meets the felt needs of the listener. It is where the truth of 
the scriptures intersects with the issues that have burdened the people. 

The historical moment is a communicative demand which calls forth and attention 
and response. Bonhoeffer says, “History is marked by public of memory. Awareness of 
the significance if a given historical moment begins with a rhetorical interruption, calling 
us from the routine of everyday life into a response.’ The historical moment in the 
preaching experience is that moment when the preached word calls those in attendance to 
decide as to whether or not to accept what was presented. This moment is captured in 
scripture in Acts chapter sixteen when Paul and Silas were jailed and the Bible says they 
were singing and praying, and when an earthquake happened it released their chains. The 
jailer realizing that if both of them were to escape he would then be put to death, was 
getting ready to take his own life before the disciples stopped him and told him they did 
not escape but were still there and not to kill himself. Right after that, amazed by what 


happened, the jailer was not a part of a historical moment, the Bible says, “He then 
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brought them out and asked, Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). The jailer 


was met with a historical moment when he made a decision to ask for what the disciples 
had to offer which was a relationship with Jesus Christ. The preacher does everything 
possible to bring the sermonic time to a historical moment when somebody in attendance 
asks the question, ““What must I do to be saved?” 

Rhetorical theory has been a major part of the Greco-Roman world that largely 
affected those who were in biblical times, which is to suggest that some of the writings of 
the Bible and speeches and sermons have rhetorical theory precepts in them. The 
pervasiveness of Hellenism by the first century ad is further noted by Mack and 
Fairweather as relevant to this discussion, for it was an important part of Hellenism to 
teach rhetoric.’ Donald Clark writes in his book Rhetoric in Greco-Roman Education that 
many seem to breakdown rhetorical theory into five or six parts. He states many to 
include Aristotle breaks down rhetoric into these parts: “The art of discovering 
arguments, arranging them in a persuasive sequence, clothing them in language, 
remembering them, and delivering them before an audience.”® These parts serve as a 
resource to the speaker who is trying to bring the hearers to a historical moment to get 
them to make a decision or change their behavior. 

Clark places emphasis on the speech and the skill in composition and delivery that 
the speaker uses to draw attention to the message. Within the speech Clark says, “The 
speech should have an exordium which is the poem, introduction, entrance, or beginning 


of the speech. Its aim is to make the audience well disposed, attentive, and willing to 
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receive information.” The next part of the speech is the narratio, also known as “The 


statement of facts.” Clark defines the statement of facts as, “An exposition of what has 
been done, or is supposed to have been done, adapted to persuade.”!° The statement of 
facts in a sermon reveals itself in the portion of the sermon that reveals what the Bible 
says happened in that day, and what is saying for us today, and then how do we apply the 
lessons learned? The final part of the speech that Clark touches on is the confirmatio, 
which in Latin means “to demonstrate, or show proof.”!! The speech should not be an 
attempt to argue or persuade somebody by way of the messenger’s opinion or guess, but 
it should be an attempt to persuade by demonstrating the proof of the speech. The speech 
should show the truth and not just tell the truth. 

Each sermon that is designed to engage the listener and connect with them to help 
them grow spiritually can be benefitted by assimilating these parts of the speech to it. 
Gaining the congregations attention in a sermon is key to keeping them engaged. The 
introduction should have something in it that locks the listener in to desire to hear what is 
going to come next in the message. Once you have them engaged, it is imperative to 
teach them what was in the Bible text, explain to them what it meant, and then be 
intentional about proving to them how this text is relative to their own lives. 

The biblical foundations chapter that supports this project has as a biblical 
foundation Acts 8:26-39. This text is the story of the Ethiopian Eunuch who needed 


somebody to explain and teach him what he was reading. The Bible teaches that he was 


° Clark, Rhetoric in Greco-Roman Education, 112-113. 
'0 Clark, Rhetoric in Greco-Roman Education, 115. 
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sitting on the roadside in the desert, which was a secluded and isolated place reading 
from the Book of Isaiah. He was reading but he did not know what and who he was 
reading about. The fact that he did not know who he was reading about can also suggest 
possibly, that he may have doubts about who he was reading about. By guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, Phillip is led to the Eunuch, and this creates a historical moment for the 
Eunuch as Phillip helps him understand what he is reading and who he is reading about. 
In explaining the text, Phillip would have had to share with the Eunuch that the person 
who you are reading about is Jesus Christ, the Son of the Most High. Jesus was crucified, 
but raised from the dead on the third day, and ascended back to the Father, and left the 
work of reconciliation to the Apostles and the church of Jesus Christ. Then also, Phillip 
would have had to explain how the Prophet Isaiah could speak about all these things so 
many years prior, and they come about now. Philip most likely had to transition from 
“argument to persuasion” which is a form of rhetoric according to ancient Orator 
Cicero.!? He would have had to argue that the person Isaiah is speaking about is actually 
Jesus, the Christ who walked the earth, that the prophecy spoken of him years prior is 
actually true; and that Phillip is a servant of Jesus Christ who has been appointed to 
preach and share his gospel. After arguing why all these things are true, Phillip then 
would need to persuade the Eunuch that what he shared is able to change his life forever. 
This is manifested in the event that happens after he shared the truth with him, when they 
come upon a body of water, the invitation is extended for Phillip to baptize him. Often in 
the sermonic presentation or sharing of the gospel the preacher may have to exercise the 


ability to use rhetorical skills to argue their point and to make it make sense to the one 


2 Peter Smith, Ancient Rhetoric and Poetic (Gloucester, MA: MacMillan Company, 1959), 51. 
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they are sharing it with. The preacher would need the skill to turn the argument into a 
persuasive presentation that challenges the hearer to consider what is being said as it 
relates to their life. 

We note that although the Eunuch was likely traveling from Jerusalem to worship 
back to Ethiopia, there are many religions and beliefs that he could have encountered 
making that journey. This would be another task that Phillip would have to take on, 
which is convincing the Eunuch that his message was the truth and that any other 
message was false. The one thing that Phillip had at his disposal to use was verified 
evidence of Jesus Christ being crucified, killed, buried, and rose again. It was seen by 
him, and he had the testimony of all those who were with Jesus to confirm. Other 
religions had no living witnesses of existence of their god. With issue in play with this 
encounter, we see another rhetorical theory concept at work in this encounter. 

The rhetorical concept that Phillip would have to use to win over the Eunuch from 
false religions is what Aristotle called, “Homeric oratory. Which basically means, a 
presentation of the rational proof. And the proof is strong enough to defend against the 
effects of non-artistic arguments, that is by something corresponding to direct evidence 
not invented by the speaker.”!? In that day the Christian movement was the only religion 
that had heralds or speakers who were the actual living witnesses of the events on the 
cross. They did not preach what they heard, they preached what they saw. What came 
from the heralds of other religions were things that they heard, that was passed down 
through generations, but had no eyewitnesses. Rhetorical skill preachers can use this 


method to persuade this current generation to believe their message. We live in a culture 


'3 George Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1963), 37. 
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today that has embraced other religions, other beliefs, and is becoming less of a believer 
in our God. The sermonic moment can serve as an opportunity for the preacher to present 
the gospel from the lips of the eyewitnesses of the story, as opposed to sharing their 
personal opinion. I believe that there is a greater chance for one to believe the message 
when they see and experience the proof. Phillip had the blessed chance to present what he 
knew with absolute certainty to the Eunuch, because it was something he had seen and 
experienced himself; and it was something that could be legitimized by many witnesses 
who also saw it. This kind of proof grants the presentation the power it needs to cause a 
switch in the behavior and life of the one who has heard it. 

The theological foundation that girds this project is biblical theology. Biblical 
theology is a discipline within Christian theology which studies the Bible from the 
perspective of understanding the progressive history of God revealing God's self to 
humanity following the fall and throughout the Old Testament and New Testament. 
Biblical theology seeks to understand a certain passage in the Bible in light of all of the 
biblical history leading up to it. It asks questions of the text such as: How much does this 
person or group know about the attributes of God? To what extent are God's plans 
revealed, such as future plans of sending Jesus as the Messiah? How has Israel responded 
to God's interactions with them up to this point? Biblical theology seeks to put individual 
texts in their historical context since what came before them is the foundation on which 
they are laid and what comes after is what they anticipate. Biblical theology is sometimes 
called the "history of special revelation" since it deals with the unfolding and expanding 
nature of revelation as history progresses through the Bible. Biblical theology in a 


nutshell is God’s way of revealing God’s self to us throughout history by way of the 
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Bible. In order for one to get a good understanding of who God is, one must dive deep 


into the biblical record God left behind to show us who God is. The preacher and 
Christians primary job is to make God known to the world in a tangible way. The sermon 
should be designed to reveal who God is, what has God said, what God is saying to us 
now, and how do I respond to God? Rhetorical theory offers a foundational solution to 
ensure that God is revealed to the hearer through the speech presented. 

First, the question of proofs, that is, the methods open to the speaker to persuade 

the audience. These divide into two sorts. External (or inartificial) proofs include 

such things as laws, witnesses, documents and miracles: they are ‘external’ to the 
speaker in the sense of not having been created by the speaker. Internal (or 
artificial) proofs are devised by the speaker himself and fall into three main 
groups: pathos, ethos and logos. Pathos appeals to the emotions and seeks to 
persuade by swinging the emotions of the audience behind the proposition which 
the speaker supports. Ethos focuses on the moral character of the speaker and 
seeks to impart confidence in his judgment to the audience. Aristotle believed this 

to be the most effective means of persuasion. Logos center’s on presenting a 

logical case for the proposition which the speaker supports.'* 

Biblical theology and rhetorical theory combined, show proof of who God is, and 
persuades the listener to believe it. 

The historical foundation of the project is centered on a historical figure in church 
history that specialized in making the presentation of the gospel present. We focused on 
Evangelist Billy Sunday and his life and ministry as a preacher. Billy Sunday was 
somebody who had a desire to see souls saved and believed that salvation could come by 
way of hearing the gospel preached. He devoted his adult life to the ministry of sharing 
the gospel around the world to affect as many lives as possible. Sunday was known for 


his demonstrative ways of preaching and expressing his passion about what he was 


preaching. In an effort to ensure that what he was preaching was heard and understood, 


'4 Steve Walton, “Rhetorical Criticism: An Introduction,” Themelios 21, no. 2 (1996): 4. 
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Sunday would find different ways to communicate the word so that it is received by those 
listening. 

Sunday was raised on a farm and had a love for agriculture. He also grew up 
playing baseball and played professionally for a few years. When he made a full-time 
transition to an evangelist, Sunday began to incorporate into his messages baseball 
examples and images, and relate points of emphasis from the sermon to agriculture. He 
was using his life’s experience to bring clarity and relevance to his messages that would 
gain their attention and keep them engage until they experience that historical moment 
when they heard God’s word prick their hearts. There is nothing in the history books that 
support the idea of Sunday studying Aristotle or Rhetorical orators; however, Sunday 
does use rhetorical concepts, such as what Steve Walton quotes Aristotle as saying, 
“Delivery formed the final part of classical rhetoric and Aristotle’s words on this topic 
indicate that he believed it to be neglected. Aristotle saw the need for variation of 
volume, pitch and rhythm and argued that the proper use of these was highly influential 
and persuasive.”’!> Sunday’s delivery was unique and special to most who heard him. It 
was unique because he knew how to use real life examples from baseball or agriculture to 
make the message of the gospel present with the hearer. In that day most people watched 
baseball and were farmers. Those who witnessed Sunday preach, would say that Sunday 
knew how to use his voice in different ways in order to arouse the crowd, which in turn 
kept them engaged throughout the entire message. The delivery of a sermon has a place 
in the presentation that can be used to draw one in and pay attention. In the black 


preaching tradition, the delivery has been accompanied with music; however, if one does 


'S Steve Walton, “Rhetorical Criticism: An Introduction,” Themelios 21, no. 2 (1996): 5. 
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not have any substance then the delivery with music will fail to do its job. Like Sunday, 
the delivery should come from a place of experience with the preacher. The preacher 
should seek to use his or her life’s experiences to shape the delivery and relevance of the 
message. It is important for this method to come from the uniqueness of the individual, 
because trying to imitate or duplicate another person’s delivery will be seen as 
unauthentic and cause you to lose your listeners. Most people can tell when a person is 
operating out of their character. Not being true to who you are not only provides a fake 
persona, but also causes one to miss out on the beauty of God using their personality and 
life’s experience. It can be said of the preacher that God allows permissively for one to 
go through what they go through so that God can use what they went through as a filter 
by which God sends a word to God’s people. People who knew or studied Billy Sunday 
were captured by his delivery and how he could make the Bible live for them by using 
real examples from his own life. 

In order for a sermon to be effective in engaging those who hear it, and cause 
them to make behavioral changes, the presenter must be dually concerned with the 
content and the delivery. Preachers spend ample amount of time focusing on the content 
of the sermon. Hours are spent weekly in study to ensure they are giving their audience 
something substantial from the scriptures. The interdisciplinary foundation of rhetorical 
theory challenges preachers to place an equal focus on delivery as they do content. The 
foundation shows that a healthy mixture of content and delivery presents a speech or 
sermon in a way that grabs and holds the audience and places before them a choice to 
change. The biblical foundation and theological foundation chapters serve as a foundation 


for the preaching in those specific areas. The rhetorical theory serves as a foundation for 
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the project because it forces the preacher to spend some time considering how the biblical 
and theological information will be presented. 

There is an old saying that goes, “It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.” I 
have heard many sermons that placed a bigger emphasis on the content rather than the 
delivery. Some can get away with it if the content is really good. Some crash and burn if 
the content is good but the delivery is not good. A few things can cause the entire sermon 
not to be good. One is when the preacher spends a considerable amount of time trying to 
explain and instruct on the theological aspect of the text yet spend very little time making 
it relevant. If the sermon is to be effective the message has to have presence in the life of 
the hearer’s life. Many people come to church looking for answers to life’s questions, and 
solutions to life’s challenges, and they come to church to find those things. If the sermon 
lacks these things because the preacher has spent their time focusing on strictly exegetical 
content, then the likely outcome is there will be either lack of connection to the sermonic 
presentation or a total disconnect from church from those who felt like they did not get 
what they needed. The rhetorical theory aides in helping the preacher stay focused in this 
area because it offers the resource of preparing the message in such a way that form the 
beginning to the end. It is designed to persuade the hearer to believe and change. The 
preacher must ask themselves if what they are saying or getting ready to say will touch 
the hearer in such a way that they want to or may consider making a change. 

The context of where the preacher preaches a sermon can also have bearing their 
content and delivery and ultimately their effectiveness. There are some places that enjoy 
a monotoned preacher who speaks with the same tone throughout the sermon. Then there 


are those places that enjoy a more demonstrative presentation. Being present in the 
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context of where one preaches can reveal what method is more effective. Every preacher 
to gain their audience, should get to know who the audience is and what their desired 
taste is for delivery. If the church is used to a monotone preacher, then it would be 
counterproductive to come into that church screaming. The preacher will more than likely 
lose the audience, make it hard for them to follow along, and cause a disconnect between 
them and the hearer. The resident preacher or pastor should know the audience of their 
congregation and should attempt to do whatever is necessary to connect with them. 
Rhetorical theory has greatly impacted this project and created avenues that help 
the sermon connect with those listening and in a persuasive way compel them to come to 
Christ. The goal of the sermon is initiate a behavioral change in those who hear it, and the 
sermon from start to finish should latch onto them until they have that historical moment 
that leads to change. Incorporating the various methods into sermon prep and structure 
has been different but yet helpful. In the sense that, it helps as you are preparing the 
sermon to make sure you begin the sermon with an attention grabber, something that 
lures them in to what you have to say. Then offer them the statement of facts from the 
Bible, the “exegesis” of the text. After that if you are using rhetorical theory, you would 
prove that what you are saying is true. Prove that it is truth above what they may have 
heard from others. Prove your statement from an exegetical point, but then prove your 
statement by making it alive in the hearer’s life. Making the statement of facts relevant 
and persuasive with the aid of the Holy Spirit will prayerfully lead a person to ask the 


question of the jailer in the book of Acts, “What must I do to be saved?” 


CHAPTER SIX 


PROJECT ANALYSIS 


The context chosen to examine for this project is that of the church I grew up in, 
New Bethel Baptist Church located in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. After examining the 
context by interviewing several members of the church, I concluded that those who I 
spoke with were suffering from being disengaged with the sermonic presentation; and as 
a result they were not growing spiritually. The preaching and teaching that was presented 
weekly was heavy theological messages that lacked modern day relevance. The people 
felt that they were being taught lessons on theology as opposed to hearing the gospel 
presented in a way would change their life. They made it known that they needed was 
preaching and teaching that gave solid exegetical information, but also made the 
information relevant to their lives. 

This project, “Biblical and Relevant: A Preaching Model for Congregational 
Engagement and Spiritual Growth” is a result of conversations with current and former 
members of the church, that focus on preaching that bridge the gap between theology and 
life application. Research was done through biblical, theological, historical, and 
interdisciplinary foundations that was used to formulate the research project. This 
research was instrumental in gaining wisdom and knowledge that would help with the 
implementation of the project. The implementation of this project measure whether this 


model for sermon construction could keep the listener engaged in the sermonic 
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presentation. Also, if a focus on exegesis and application would challenge the engaged 
listener to grow spiritually. 

The scripture chosen to serve as the biblical foundation for this project is taken 
from Acts 8:26-39. This scripture offers a biblical support and foundation as to why the 
Word of God must be made relevant to those who read it and listen to it preached and 
taught. The thought of what would have happened to this Ethiopian Eunuch had not the 
Holy Spirit sent Philip to teach him the scriptures is the same fear I sense today. A person 
who wants to know God, wants to learn God’s righteous standards, wants to live 
according to the Kingdom’s standards, but they are unable to because of a lack of 
understanding. So many people have given up the blessing of learning the scriptures 
because they deem the task to understand too great for them alone. With the different 
translations and the inability to know how or know the need to understand the origins of 
the scriptures has caused the lack of engagement and interest from believers in studying 
the Word of God. 

Also, some have not gained an understanding of the scriptures because they have 
been convinced by the church and some church leaders that a believer should be totally 
dependent upon the preacher for their spiritual growth. Unfortunately, as a result, many 
have been led astray with false doctrines, manipulative schemes supported by bad 
theology, and the ignorance of the preacher or teacher themselves. I think it is fair to also 
suggest that some preachers and teachers have correct motive and desires to help the 
people of God understand God’s word. However, they do not have a model or process by 
which they can address the three questions addressed in this text. What is the scripture 


saying? What is it saying to me? And what do I do now? Philip was able to answer all 
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three of these questions for the Eunuch, and as a result the Eunuch’s life was changed for 


the better. This encounter would lead to his further development and growth as a believer 
now in Jesus Christ who was the focus and person presented in the prophetic Book of 
Isaiah he was reading. When we as preachers can answer these three questions from a 
particular text chosen and help make the connection in the text to the life of the one who 
sits and listens, I am convinced that Jesus Christ who is the subject of the scriptures will 
have an effect on the one who has had an encounter with him through the word. 

The historical foundation chosen to help implement this project has shown how in 
the history of the church there were men who sought to make sure that as they preached 
and taught the gospel that they did not preach it or teach it in a way that would go over 
the heads of their listeners. They made efforts to make sure what was already considered 
a hard read in the form of scriptures would be simple to those who were not scholars and 
to those who did not understand the culture or language written in the Bible. William 
Sunday was a preacher who was known for his unique and creative way of presenting the 
gospel to those who came from all over the country to hear him preach. Sunday being 
raised in farming and having a fond love for baseball would use these two influences in 
his life to help illustrate the gospel to people. As a result, people not only followed him to 
hear him preach, more importantly they wanted to have a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
His ability to make the Bible live for his audiences was a major draw and difference 
maker in his ministry. Sunday shows us how God has intentionally and strategically 
created all those whom God has called to preach, and can use everything we have 
experienced in life to bring God glory through our preaching. In Jesus’ day he used 


parables about agriculture to make plain the mysteries of the Kingdom. Sunday used 
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farming and baseball to make the scriptures relevant to those who heard it. We must ask 
ourselves what uniqueness has God put in us, or allowed us to experience that God wants 
to use to help make God’s word clearer to those who come to hear? 

In this project, we seek to use the method of Biblical Theology to help us 
understand how we can create interest in the Bible and use its content to help grow those 
who hear it preached and taught. Communicating with humanity has been something God 
has been doing since God created humanity. Those modes of communication got 
scrambled as a result of the fall of humanity in the Garden of Eden. Sin appeared to alter 
the communication between God and humanity so much so that the voice of God 
disappeared to humanity. God had to begin to find ways to communicate to the world to 
ensure they followed God’s commands. God chose certain people to speak through, in 
order to get God’s message to God’s people. 

Biblical Theology is a discipline within Christian Theology which studies the 
Bible from the perspective of understanding the progressive history of God revealing 
God's self to humanity following the fall and throughout the Old Testament and New 
Testament. Biblical Theology seeks to understand a certain passage in the Bible 
considering all of the biblical history leading up to it. It asks questions of the text such as: 
How much does this person or group know about the attributes of God? To what extent 
are God's plans revealed, such as future plans of sending Jesus as the Messiah? How has 
Israel responded to God's interactions with them up to this point? Biblical Theology seeks 
to put individual texts in their historical context since what came before them is the 
foundation on which they are laid and what comes after is what they anticipate. Biblical 


Theology is sometimes called the "history of special revelation" since it deals with the 
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unfolding and expanding nature of revelation as history progresses through the Bible. 
Once we get a grasp on what the Bible says, then we can properly interpret it to the 
congregants. The preacher must resist the urge to share information that is not a part of 
the true exegetical nature of the text. A commitment to Biblical Theology helps to ensure 
that whatever is made relevant comes from the true and real source which is God’s word 
itself. 

The Rhetorical theory was chosen as the interdisciplinary foundation for this 
project, because this theory has been used throughout history in assisting those who are 
speakers with proclaiming a message that compels the listener to believe it. Rhetorical 
theory teaches that one of most aspects of any speech is that it must be present with the 
one who hears it. In other words, the speaker must present the message or speech in such 
a way that it finds a home with the one who hears it. The speech is relevant and causes 
the one listening to make a match between the content and their life; and then consider 
how they can apply what was heard to change their life. Every preacher is tasked with the 
responsibility to make the Gospel of Jesus Christ present in the life of those who come to 
hear the preached word. When the message is present, has a residency in the life of the 
listener, then it captures their attention and as a result, causes them to consider how 
God’s word can enhance their lives. When using the rhetorical theory, this preaching 
model will keep congregants engaged in the sermonic presentation and help them to grow 
spiritually because what they heard was relevant for their life. 

The model of preaching for this project was largely influenced by the information 
gained in these four foundation papers. Synergizing the research with things that were 


learned from other resources helped me finalize this method and prepare it to be tested 
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and tried during the implementation process. The biblical foundation informed the model 
by showing the importance of properly exegeting a scripture. One cannot preach and 
make relevant anything other than what is the true and original Word of God. This model 
cannot work if the preacher has not done his due diligence in study, and carefully pulled 
out the true meaning of a text. The historical foundation chapter encouraged this model 
by teaching the preacher to trust who God made him or her, and believe that God can use 
who they are and where they have been to make the word plain to those who are engaged 
in the sermon presentation. The interdisciplinary foundation helped to support this project 
by showing a secular model of communication and rhetoric that gives the preacher 
different avenues to present the gospel and strongly urge them to adhere to the principles 
taught from the gospel. Finally, the theological foundation was influential to this project 
as studying biblical theology helps one to see how God interacted and communicated 
with humanity throughout history. If God strategically and carefully communicates with 
God’s creation to ensure they hear from God, how much more intentional and strategic 
must the preacher be to guarantee God’s people hear God’s word from God’s preacher 


clearly. 


Methodology 
Qualitative research has two components, data collection and analysis. It is 
inextricably linked to the logical flow of the study to its field application, which is the 
church as the context. I also used the project analysis to evaluate the potential merits of 
the critical assessment and having the major focus to objectively assess the importance of 


the sermonic presentation and its ability to keep the listener engaged and help them grow. 
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Research involves developing research questions, acquiring information from 
participants through journal questions, analyzing the data, and interpreting the results 
from their responses. There were pre- and post-questionnaires, and there was a weekly 
questionnaire giving to gather the answers from the participants regarding the sermon 
series. 

The participants were current and former members of the New Bethel Baptist 
Church. The list consisted of preachers and lay members who were chosen based off of 
prior conversations and surveys of those who were interested in participating in the 
project. The goal of the implementation of the project was to test whether or not the 
sermon model and methods would cause those who are participating to stay engaged with 
the preacher and the sermon throughout the entire presentation. Also, the goal was to 
affect the behavior of the listeners by challenging them to measuring their faith, test and 
determine whether their faith is at a level that is pleasing to God, and if their faith is 
helping them to deal with the day-to-day struggles, they face in their lives. Another goal 
would be to help those who are preachers be exposed to a preaching model that helps 
them move from being a strictly Bible teacher to being able to make the Bible live for 
their hearers. 

The implementation project was a six week preaching series on the subject of 
“Faith” through a live zoom feed. Each zoom session last one hour every week. The 
topics for the sermon series were as follows: 

e Week One — “Faith that Builds” 
e Week Two — “Faith that Protects” 


e Week Three — “Faith that Hungers” 
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e Week Four — “When Faith takes it out of your Hands” 


e Week Five — “Faith to Make Tough Decisions” 

e Week Six — “Faith to Fix the Heart” 
The questionnaires and the surveys were chosen as the methods for gathering data 
because it would give the most detailed and specific answers needed to test the 
hypothesis. Hearing from every participant in regards to how the preaching model 
affected their life would provide the kind of information that not only let us know if the 
model works, but also what are some things that could be better with it, or some things 
that could be omitted from it, or if the model is fine with how it was. So, the results of the 
sermon series would help to see if the messages were helpful in keeping everyone 
engaged, helpful in strengthening their faith in God, and if the model needed any 


adjustments made to it to help make it more effective in reaching its goals. 


Implementation 

Due in part to New Bethel Church not being open because of COVID restrictions, 
it was determined that the preaching sessions would be best done on zoom video. The 
sessions were held every Monday beginning on February 6, 2023 and ended March 13, 
2023. We begin promptly at 7:00 p.m. every Monday and ended around 8:00 p.m. or 
sometimes a little bit after. Prior to the implementation sessions, my context associate 
retrieved all the contact information from each participant to include their phone number 
and email. They would then send out information via email to make everybody aware the 
date and times of the sessions, to give them a detailed description of what was going to 


take place each night, to share with them the expectations of each person that included 
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their time, honesty, and commitment to the session while on zoom. Finally to make them 
aware of how important the implementation stage is to prove the hypothesis. 

Session one was held February 6, 2023 at 7:00 p.m. on zoom. There were nine 
participants who showed up for the initial discussion. Also there were two of my 
professional associates, and my context associate. We opened at exactly 7:00 p.m. with 
prayer. Each participant was asked to complete a Participant Analysis Data Sheet along 
with the United Theological Seminary Consent Form for participating in the project. 
After signing the data sheet, each participant received a “participant number” which 
correlated with participant data from incoming questionnaires. After that each participant 
was asked to complete the pre-project questionnaire, here are the questions they were 
asked: 

e What has been your response to the preaching moment under your former 
pastor/s? 

e Did you find that the pastor kept you engaged for the duration of the 
sermonic presentation? 

e When the sermon was over, did you understand what was said? And was it 
relevant for your life? 

e In what ways do you believe your walk with God and your spiritual 
growth may have been hindered and affected by the lack sermonic 
connection? 

e During the preaching moment, do you desire to hear a sermon with 
biblical information only? Or do you desire to hear a sermon that makes 


the Bible relevant for your life? 
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After taking the pre-project survey, I then began preaching my first sermon on 
“Faith that Builds” taken from the scripture text Jude 1:20-21. The sermon encouraged 
the participants to be on guard for those in their context who believes different things 
about religion and God than they do. They were informed that others would try to pull 
them away from their belief. Our instruction from Jude is to continuously build our faith 
so that it is strong enough to resist any attempts to be pulled away from it by those in our 
ungodly context. Once finished the participants filled out the post-sermon questionnaire, 
and then we prayed and ended the session for the night. 

The second session was held on February 13, 2023, and all nine participants and 
three associates were present. We started at 7:00 p.m. with prayer and since this was the 
second week we went right into the sermon as we did not have to do a survey. The 
second sermon in the series on Faith was entitled, “Faith that Protects” and the scripture 
text was | Peter 1:1-9. We talked about how when faith is developed correctly and 
regularly will protect you as you are enroute to your heavenly inheritance and protect you 
from human error of self-sabotaging. The sermon lasted about thirty minutes, and after 
the sermon was over the participants filled out the post-sermon questionnaire. We prayed 
and then ended the zoom session. 

The third session was held on February 20, 2023, and once again the nine 
participants and the three associates were in attendance for this session. This session was 
opened in prayer and from there we went into the sermonic presentation for that night 
which was titled, “Faith that Hungers” out of the Book of Genesis 6:9-14. This sermon 
was based off of the story and life of Noah building the Ark. His encounter with God 


teaches that sometimes God calls us to do things that seem impossible to us, and make us 
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at times question whether or not God really told us to do it. If we have faith, then our 
faith should be hungry to know if it really was God’s instructions. Our faith should be 
hungry to seek God’s specific instructions. Our faith should lead us to be obedient to 
God. After the sermon was finished, participant number four asked if we could pray for 
them as they were just presented with an opportunity that they were leery about accepting 
because it was going to take them out of their comfort zone. They felt strongly that this 
was God’s will because it was an answer to their prayers. We prayed for them; everybody 
took a few minutes to fill out the post-sermon questionnaire. We prayed and ended the 
session for the night. 

Session four was held on February 27, 2023 at 7:00 p.m., and all nine participants 
and three associates were in attendance. We started the session with prayer and then I 
started the sermon titled “When Faith takes it out of Your Hands” out the Book of 
Exodus 2:1-10. This sermon was based off of the story of Moses’ mother who when 
faced with the decision to turn his firstborn son over to the Egyptian Pharoah to be killed, 
she decided that God had shown her something about her son that would cause her to 
make a decision to try and save his life. She decided to put him in a basket, seal I with tar 
and let him sail down the river in hopes that her faith in God would trigger her to protect 
his life, then God will honor her faith and spare his life. To her surprise, after sailing the 
baby down the Nile River, Pharoah’s daughter saw him and rescued him from the water, 
she decided after seeing him that she wanted to keep him. However, knowing it was a 
Hebrew baby she would need a Hebrew woman to nurse the baby. Moses’ sister who 
worked for Pharoah’s daughter saw all that happened and knew that the baby was her 


brother. She asked Pharoah’s daughter if she wanted her to find a Hebrew woman to 
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nurse the baby? She agreed and she went and got her mother, who was also the mother of 
the baby to nurse him. Moses’ mother had enough faith in God to release her child down 
the Nile River trusting that if God moved her to do it, then God would bless her child. 
God put back into her hands what she released from her hands because of her faith. The 
lesson for the group was that sometimes life causes us to make tough decisions, but our 
faith allows us to make those decisions and trust that God always has a plan for our good 
when we do the right thing the right way. After this sermon was over, Participants One 
and Two asked if we could pray for them and their child? Their child was having health 
issues and it had been going on since the child was a baby but was about to have a 
medical procedure that would prayerfully solve the issue. They were worried about the 
procedure and worried for the child’s sake because of the potential long-term issues that 
may arise if it did not work. We prayed for them and their child and the rest of their 
family. After the participants filled out the post-sermon questionnaire, we prayed out and 
then ended the session. 

Session five was held on March 6, 2023 and we begin promptly at 7:00 p.m. We 
opened with prayer, and then I began the preaching the fifth installment of the sermon 
series on faith entitled, “Faith to make Tough Decisions” with the scripture text being 
Genesis 48:1-22. This sermon focused in on the life of Joseph and the moment when he 
brought his sons to his Father Jacob to bless them. His Father wanted to bless them in a 
reverse way which was not the traditional way of doing things. The eldest son was in line 
to receive the blessing; however, Jacob wanted to bless the younger son instead. Joseph 
seeing how this may cause further turmoil in his home and the relationship between his 


sons, tried to convince the father not to do it that way. But the Father being led by God 
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blessed the younger son instead. This was a tough decision he was forced to make but he 
trusted the leading of God to do something that was out of the norm, and went against the 
tradition of their people. This was an encouragement in the sermon as we are all faced 
with making tough decisions in life but we must trust God’s will and allow God’s will to 
lead us in every decision we make in life. Once this sermon was finished, the group 
would then fill out the post-sermon questionnaire, we then prayed and ended the session. 
The final session six was held on March 13, 2023 at 7:00 p.m. This session went a 
little longer than normal due to some things we had to do to wrap up our time together. 
We first began with prayer, then my context associate spoke and thanked everybody for 
their cooperation and support. She then began to record the addresses of the participants 
as we wanted to send them a gift for their participation. We then went into the last 
sermon on faith entitled, “Faith to Fix the Heart” taken from the scripture text of Acts 
15:1-11. This sermon pulled out of the text the issue that Peter clarifies with the Council 
in Jerusalem who are deliberating over whether or not Gentiles should be circumcised or 
not in order to receive salvation. Paul and Barnabas came to fight for the Gentiles and 
argue that they should not have to follow traditions or rituals in order to receive salvation. 
Peter speaks up on their behalf and pushes the point that their hearts were purified by 
their faith not through a ritual. That statement suggested that their faith in God is what 
moved God to purify them and save them. When we all take a deep look into our hearts, 
we can see that there are some things that are not pure and holy. In fact, the sin we 
commit comes from a place of impurity in our hearts. Our faith leads us to place in God 
where God can purify our hearts and clean our hearts so we can live pure before him. We 


acknowledge that there is nothing we can do to clean our own hearts, but we trust that 
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God knows our hearts better than we do. God knows the issues flowing from our heart; 
and God is the only one who can reach the heart and cleanse it. So, by faith we submit to 
God for a heart cleansing that will purify us and allow us to walk in the path of 
righteousness. Once the sermon was completed, we then asked the participants to fill out 
the post-sermon questionnaire. Once they completed the questionnaires with that then we 
asked them to complete the post-project questionnaire. I then took the time to thank once 
again each and every participant for their participation. I thanked my professional and 
context associates for their sacrifice in being present and their help and support. Then we 
prayed and ended the last session. 

The pre- and post-project questionnaires were designed to be helpful in gauging if 
the hypothesis was supported, and if the goal of engagement and growth was reached 
through the preaching model. The post-project questionnaire questions were: 

e Were the sermons effective in explaining the meaning of faith? 

e Was there a clear and concise connection made between the texts and the 
explanation about faith? 

e What practical lessons did you learn that will help you live a life of faith? 

e Did the sermons keep you engaged? 


e How has the sermons motivated you to grow in your spiritual walk? 


Summary of Learning 
The participants in the project implementation again were all members of the New 
Bethel Baptist Church for at least ten years. Five were preachers and there were two 


couples. Their responses to the questionnaires and the journaling questions were 
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extremely helpful in proving the hypothesis in the project, “Biblical and Relevant: A 


Preaching model for Congregational Engagement and Spiritual Growth.” There were four 
women and five men in the group who took part in every session. 

Their responses to the pre-project questionnaire shed light how they felt there was 
a need for them to be under a pastor or preacher who did not just focus on biblical 
information, but also added life application to his or her sermon. When they were asked if 
the pastor kept them engaged for the duration of the sermonic presentation? They all 
responded no he did not, one participant elaborated that they felt the preacher was 
making an attempt to teach a theology class during his sermons every week. Another 
stated that they found themselves playing on their phone or daydreaming throughout the 
entire sermon. One participant stated that they felt like the sermon was never intended for 
them, that the preacher was preaching for and to somebody else. 

When asked when the sermon was over, did they understand what was said? 
Unanimously they all said they did not understand what the sermon was about. One 
participant stated that years ago they and a few others asked to speak with the pastor to 
address this very issue about his preaching being hard to understand. He said to them if 
you do not understand what I am preaching then you should study harder for yourselves 
so that you can understand it. Another stated when they were licensed to preach that they 
went to school to learn how to preach and when applying what was learned about life 
application in a sermon they were privileged to preach. They were told that the sermon 
should be strictly from the Bible and not have any kind of worldly information in it. 

They gave some more specific answers to the questions asked that revealed why 


they thought this was needed and helpful. When asked in what ways do you believe your 
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walk with God and your spirituality may have been hindered or affected? One participant 


stated that they feel as though if they had attended another church with a pastor who 
preached and teached the Bible to make it relevant in their life, they would have a better 
relationship with God; and that they would have a greater desire to study the Bible. They 
went on to say they had a fear of reading and studying the Bible because the preacher 
made it appear so complex that they felt they would never understand or grasp its 
meaning. Another participant said that they felt they were a babe in Christ after being in 
the church for over twenty years because of their inability to grasp the word and grow. 
Another stated that although it was hard to understand make any kind of life connections 
to what was being preached, they used that as motivation and desire to learn on their own 
so they attended a Bible school, and then went on to attend a Bible college for credit. One 
participant stated that although they did not feel they were being fed, they would not 
blame anybody but themselves for their lack of growth. They believed it is in their hands 
and their responsibility to find places and resources to help grow in the word and in your 
relationship with God. Still another participant stated that they would like to hear more 
challenging messages in the sermon and not just information and doctrine. They felt that 
this is one of the reasons that the church did not have a large number of young people. 
Young people have tuned out the preacher, and in some cases made decisions with their 
parents that they could find somewhere else to go or something else to do than be in 
church because to them it was boring. 

Another question of the pre-project asks if they would like during the preaching 
moment to hear a sermon with biblical information relevant to their life? They all 


unanimously said “yes they would.” One participant stated that they love their church and 
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the people in it but for years they would visit other churches, buy media from other 
pastors in order to be fed. Another participant said that they never knew that a sermon 
could actually speak to the specific areas of their life, until they went to a revival at 
another church and heard a preacher from out of town preach. It was as if that preacher 
knew every issue in their life and was speaking directly to them the whole sermon. That 
was their first encounter with a sermon that was made relevant to their life. 

The pre-project questionnaire confirmed what was revealed in the interviews that 
were conducted with current and former members of the church which was that there was 
a disconnect between the preached word and the need for it to be relevant in the lives of 
those listening. The style of preaching was not designed to grow the believer in their walk 
with God, but it was designed to enhance their knowledge of biblical stories and doctrine. 
I believe it is important to note that those who were interviewed and those who 
participated in this project did not state or imply that the preaching styles of the pastor 
and associates were wrong or giving false information; however, they did not make it live 
for those listening. 

In week one, the first journal question was, how was today’s presentation 
different than what you have heard in previous sermons? Participant one stated that it was 
very relatable and it felt like the preacher was having a conversation with the group as 
opposed to preaching at them. Participant Two and Three both stated that they liked the 
ability of the preacher to relate the topic to today’s life. Participant Five stated that the 
sermon spoke to their situation, and it was relevant to their life. Participant Six said that 
the message was personal which gave specific examples that were relatable. Participant 


Seven said they felt the sermon was loaded with good information, more energetic, and 
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kept their attention. Participant Eight said the points explain various problems that we 
face and gave a solution to encourage faith. Participant Nine stated that they felt the 
sermon was a mix of biblical information and how to apply it to our lives. 

In week two the participants were asked did they believe the sermon preached 
connected the sermon with real life situations? They all stated, “yes, the sermon did.” 
Participant Three stated that the stories and illustrations used were great with explaining 
how faith gets one through trials. 

Week three there were two journal questions that helps to identify whether or not 
the preaching model is working. The first question says, did the sermon today intersect 
with any area of your spiritual life? Participant One said the area it intersected with was 
fear. They were a little anxious where they are in life right now. Participant Two said yes, 
the sermon touched their life in relation to fear and not letting it rule in their life. 
Participant Three said yes, the sermon spoke to their life and challenged them to develop 
their faith to be like Noah and have a faith that follows God without questions. 
Participant Four said that the sermon spoke to their life because they were asked to do 
something that they were terrified to do; however, they believe this message was 
confirmation for them to move forward and do it. Participant Five believed that it did 
intersect with their life because they struggle sometimes with having faith and listening to 
the call from God, so hearing the message that talked about demanding that we should 
not afraid of what God calls us to do was a blessing to them. Participant Six believed the 
sermon intersected with their life by reminding them of the importance of being obedient 
and remaining obedient to God’s call on their life. Participant seven said that the sermon 


taught them the power of faith and how they needed to apply it to all phases of their life. 
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Participant Eight felt the sermon helped them realize that although fear is a reality, God is 


a reality greater than fear and if we do what God says God will help us overcome our 
fears. Participant Nine says the sermon intersected their life in many ways, it reminded 
them of the assignments that they did not think were for them but God provided the way 
for them to do it. 

Week three also asked the participants did the sermon help them to see 
themselves in the characters of the text? All except two of the participants stated they saw 
themselves in the characters of the text in some way. One said they did not see 
themselves like the characters of the text because they have not grown to the place of 
doing what God said without question; however they want to develop their faith to be 
more like Noah. The other participant said that they did not see themselves like one of the 
characters and would have liked the sermon to focus more on the explaining the character 
life to be able to answer this question. 

In week four the participants were asked did the sermon present clear points that 
you can apply to your life? Six out of the nine participants named the same point of 
releasing things to God. One other participant said that the point they got that stuck was 
to stop holding onto things you know you cannot fix but end up killing it because you 
held onto too long instead of releasing it to God for God to fix it. Another participant said 
that what stuck with them was the point of knowing that you do not have the power to fix 
things, which makes our faith more stronger because we should release it to God. 

Week five we asked the participants the same question from the previous week 
which was did the sermon present clear points that you can apply to your life? Participant 


One, Two, Three, and Five through Nine all stated that the point they took from the 
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sermon was that God will give you resources you need to accomplish His will for your 
life. Participant four stated the point that blessed them was they must trust God has a 
reason for allowing us to face tough decisions. They also stated they were blessed that 
God will allow trials to come as a result of our decision making, yet God provides 
protection to get us to the point of seeking God’s will for our lives. 

Week six was the final week and the journal question was asked what practical 
ways did the sermon discuss and explain how faith can fix your heart? Participant One 
said it can allow God to cleanse the heart. Participant Two said spending more time with 
God through prayer and fasting. Participant Three said that the sermon taught them that 
believing and trusting God will help fix their heart. Participant Four said they learned that 
fixing their heart will prevent them from being quick to judge others. Participant Five 
said faith can fix their heart if they ask God to cleanse their heart and trust God to do it. 
Participant Six said that their faith can fix their heart and change how they engage others 
and how they conduct themselves when no one is watching. Participant Seven stated the 
point that touched them was allowing God to fix their heart and cleanse their heart from 
inequity and sin. Participant Eight said faith will fix your heart by trusting God can fix it. 
Participant Nine stated they want a faith that trusts God to wash their hearts like God 
cleansed David. 

The post-project questionnaire offered questions to help gauge the effectiveness 
of the preaching model and testing of the hypothesis for this project. All nine participants 
stated they felt the sermons were effective in explaining the meaning of faith, they 


presented clear and concise connection between the texts and the explanations about 
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faith, the sermons kept them engaged throughout its entirety, and the sermons motivated 
them to grow in their spiritual walk. 

I learned from this project that this group of people represents a larger group of 
people who have gone years without hearing a sermon that ministered to the specific 
areas of their life that God wants to grow. Hearing from this group and reading their 
responses showed me that a few of them have never experienced what it is like to literally 
hear from God by way of the preacher’s sermon, that grants answers to life’s troubles and 
problems. Preachers who took part in this project revealed how they were blessed 
individually, but also in terms of their own style of preaching. Some desire to preach to 
make it relevant and plain now that it was done for them. The responses to the 
questionnaires show that the hypothesis of this project supported which says, “if 
congregants listen to a sermon series equally focused on biblical exegesis and life 
application, then they will be more engaged in the sermonic presentation that will lead to 
their spiritual growth. The sermon series proved to add credence to the hypothesis and 


show that the model of preaching can be effective. 


Conclusion 
Some of the things I would have done differently to make the implementation 
better would be to have a better zoom and PowerPoint presentation that gave a better 
visual illustration to the points that were made in the sermons. I also, would have 
considered having the preaching sessions in person at another location since the church 
was not opened. If I could do it again, I would have focused more of the sermon on the 


bridge of the sermon I use called the “Relevant Question” or the RQ. I would have 
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expounded on this more in each sermon to ensure that a bridge was being made to 
connect exegesis and life application. Listening to the sermons again, one thing that I 
noticed was that the application sometimes was proved in the text and not made practical. 
I have made a mental note to myself when in preparation to make sure that I spend time 
giving practical solutions and steps to support my synthesis points, and do not just prove 
the points in the text. 

As a result, of this project I am beginning to write curriculum for small groups 
and Bible studies that focus on connecting the Bible with life application. I envision 
highlighting the relevant question as the bridge that connects the Bible and the hearer’s 
life. In respect of this project, it is my plan to publish this document and allow it to be 
used by those who seek to make their sermons more relevant for their hearers. 

It is my prayer and hope that my former church and the context of this project is 
blessed with a pastor that will come in and feed the sheep. They seem to be in need of 
somebody who will not just teach them theology 101, but teach them how theology is 
relevant for all of their lives. I hope that those who are still ministers and preachers there 
will seek to use the tools I revealed in these presentations so that it can enhance their 
preaching and bless those they have been given the awesome task of sharing God’s word 


with. 
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PROJECT SCHEDULE 
Week 1 - 15 Minute Pre-survey 30-minute sermon on “Faith that Builds” 15-minute 
journaling 
Week 2 - 30-minute sermon on “Faith that Protects” 15-minute journaling 
Week 3 - 30-minute sermon on “Faith that Hungers” 15-minute journaling 
Week 4 - 30-minute sermon on “Faith that makes tough decisions” 15-minute journaling 
Week 5 - 30-minute sermon on “Faith that Accepts Change” 15-minute journaling 
Week 6 - 30-minute sermon on “Faith to Fix the heart” 10-minute post-survey 15-minute 


journaling 5 minutes to collect journals and Surveys 
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PRE-PROJECT QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. What has been your response to the preaching moment under former pastors? 

2. Did you find that the Pastor kept you engaged for the duration of the sermonic 
presentation? 

3. When the sermon was over, did you understand what was said? And was it relevant to 
your life? 

4. In what ways do you believe your walk with God and spirituality may have been 
hindered or affect? 

5. During the preaching moment, do you desire to hear a sermon with biblical 
information only? Or do you desire to hear a sermon that makes the bible relevant to your 


life? 


POST-PROJECT QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. Was the sermons effective in explaining the meaning of faith? 
2. Was there a clear and concise connection made between the texts and the explanation 
about faith? 
3. What practical lessons did you learn that will help you live a life of faith? 
4. Did the sermons keep you engaged? 


5. How has the sermons motivated you to grow in your spiritual walk? 
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JOURNALING QUESTIONS 


Journaling Questions Week #1 Take Notes 

1. How was today's sermon presentation different than what you've heard in previous 
pastorates? 

2. What is Faith? 


3. In what areas of life can your faith help you build? 


Journaling Questions week #2 
1. What are 3 takeaways from today's sermon that you learned? 
2. Did the sermon today connect the scripture with real life situations? 


3. What has your faith protected you from? 


Journaling Questions week #3 
1. Did the sermon today intersect with any area of your spiritual life? If so, explain? 
2. What things has faith caused you to be hungry for in your walk with God? 


3. Did the sermon help you to see yourself in the characters of the text? 


Journaling Questions week #4 

1. In what ways was the sermon relevant for your life? 

2. What tough decisions have you had to make that you depended on your faith to guide 
you? 


3. Did the sermon present clear points that you can apply to your life? If so, name one? 


Journaling Questions week #5 
1. Name a reason why some won't accept change? 


2. How does faith help us to accept change? 
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3. What practical changes are you prepared to make in your life as a result in hearing this 


sermon? 


Journaling Questions week #6 

1. What did you learn about the heart? And does what you learned about the heart apply 
to your own? 

2. Did the sermon challenge to strengthen your faith? 


3. What practical ways can faith fix your heart? 
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United Theological Seminary 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 


Introduction: My name is Rev. Johnathan Wilson and I am a doctoral student at United 
Theological Seminary. 


Purpose: I am conducting a preaching series on being, Biblical and Relevant: A 
Preaching model for Congregational Engagement and Spiritual Growth. 


Participation: You are invited to participate in zoom preaching series, and you will be 
asked to assess whether or not the sermonic presentation kept you in engaged, and 
whether it challenged you to grow in your faith. 


Process: All volunteers will participate in 6-one hour zoom sessions every week. The 
sessions will include you filing out a pre-project questionnaire, answering journal 
questions each week after the sermon, and filing out a post-project questionnaire. You 
will listen to me preach a sermon weekly on a decided title. 


Confidentiality: 

We will be careful to keep your information confidential, and we will ask you and all the 
focus group members to keep the discussion confidential as well. All questionnaires and 
your journaling will be kept private. I will be the only one with access to your 
information. The files will be encrypted and password protected. 


i agree to participate in this project, I agree to 
answer the questions to the best of my ability so as long as they do not bring me any 
shame, embarrassment or hurt. I agree to allow my answers to be used for the data 
collecting of this project, in agreement that they be destroyed once the data has been 
compiled. 


Date 
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